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Preface

The cease-fire in Laos agreed to on February 21, 1973, has brought a welcome
interruption to the large-scale violence. However, the struggle in Laos, as in
Vietnam, has been over the question of who would rule the country, and that
question has remained unresolved. The cease-fire does not bring an end to the
political struggle—indeed, it focuses attention upon it. Little study has been
devoted to one of the participants in this struggle, the Lao revolutionary
movement, commonly referred to as the Pathet Lao (*‘Land of the Lao,” or PL).
This book aims at contributing to an understanding of the political dynamics of
the Pathet Lao, analyzing its leadership, its commanding party (the People’s
Party of Laos), its front (the Lao Patriotic Front), its political and administrative
organizations, and its military forces.

This study draws upon a series of interviews conducted by the author and a
colleague during eight months of residence in Laos during 1967. Lao who had
participated jointly with current Pathet Lao (PL) leaders in the early nationalist
movement, the Lao Issara, gave interesting recollections of the origins and
development of the subsequent Pathet Lao revolutionary organization. Certain
Royal Lao Government (RLG) officials who had confronted PL leaders across
the conference table or had served with them in Vientiane during several periods
of coalition government—and in some cases had been schoolmates and friends, or
were linked to them by family ties—offered useful insights about PL personal-
ities and policies. Interviews with Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese prisoners
and defectors were valuable in helping us to understand the contemporary
movement. (A list of those interviewed may be found in Appendix H.)
Specialists on Laos of many nationalities, including scholars, journalists, officials
of intemnational agencies, and foreign governmental officials were interviewed,
and a variety of Pathet Lao documents, including party directives and training
instructions, textbooks, propaganda, and general literature were examined.

In addition, this study is based upon a body of more recent information,
including a systematic examination of PL radio broadcasts and published
materials as well as statements on Laos emanating from Hanoi, Moscow, and
Peking. In Washington the rescarch has included a study of current reports of
Pathet Lao and Vietnamese prisoners and defectors, refugee interviews, and
transiations of recently captured Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese internal
documents. Finally, the small body of contemporary scholarly, governmental,
and journalistic literature on Laos was, of course, consulted. Although the bulk
of the research was completed in 1971, the author visited Laos twice in 1972
while a Fulbright professor in Southeast Asia and was able to verify and update
the text.

The author expresses his gratitude for the valuable assistance he received from
friends and colleagues in the preparation of this volume. Earlier drafts received

xi



careful criticisms and abundant suggestions from Paul F. Langer. Stephen T.
Hosmer and Douglas Blaufarb gave their time generously in stimulating discus-
sions and criticizing several chapters. Written comments were supplied on various
chapters by Melvin Gurtov, Hans Heymann, Konrad Kellen, Robert Solomon,
Mark S. Pratt, Peter Lydon, and James Murphy. Tela C. Zasloff provided
generous research and editorial assistance. Finally, the author wishes to acknowl-
edge the support given this work by the Rand Corporation under its program of
research for the Advanced Research Projects Agency of the Department of
Defense. Those organizations and persons to whom I am indebted for assistance
do not necessarily share the views expressed in this study.

Joseph J. Zasloff



The Pathet Lao Leadership?

The Lao Context

Political power in Laos has never been monolithic or geographically concen-
trated. Prior to the French colonial domination, power was divided among the
various ruling houses, hereditary mandarins, village headmen, and tribal chief-
tains. Although colonial rule introduced a new set of decision makers—the
French and their Vietnamese helpers—and created some semblance of a quasi-
modern administration, the traditional power structure, particularly outside of
the capital, remained important. Indeed, families with a traditional base of
power found favor in the colonial administration, and their sons were educated
in the French schools. Thus, the elite of postcolonial Laos still tend to be drawn
from this group.

Much of this traditional pattern remains in the Pathet Lao (PL) movement.
Some leaders derive prominence from their roots in the noble or otherwise
prominent families of the country. A few of these—Prince Souphanouvong is the
most striking example—have national prominence. Others, whose families have
claimed fealty from local residents over generations, have a more limited
geographic base. Some derive their influence as chieftains of tribes or ethnic
groups. Historical circumstances have brought these leaders with traditional
status in Lao society into the Communist movement, and they continue to hold
important positions. The fact that traditional bases of power are still important
should not obscure the growing significance of “*modem” institutions—the party,
the army, the administration, and the front—as new bases of political power.
Still another source of power within the Pathet Lao, perhaps the most important
though clearly not the exclusive one, has been the favor of the Vietnamese
Communists. Particularly for those individuals who did not have the advantages
of birth and family connections, it is clear that support from Hanoi has been
essential to their prominence.

In stressing the traditional, the institutional, and the foreign bases of power in
the Pathet Lao movement, we do not mean to ignore the importance of personal
qualities. Clearly, there is latitude within the Pathet Lao context for the
particularly clever, ambitious, energetic, and politically talented men to man-
euver. Indeed, in each of the categories of leadership we have suggested, the

2A brief historical sketch, providing a background of the Pathet Lao movement, a discussion
of the emergence of the PL leadership, and profiles of three important PL personalities, is
presented in Appendix A.



personal characteristics of an individual must be considered, in addition to his
source of support, to explain his rise to the top. Some men have the gift of
acquiring political power, others do not.

Although Pathet Lao leadership is considerably more cohesive than that of
their Royal Lao Government (RLG) opponents, it is nevertheless difficult to
identify with certainty the full membership of the Pathet Lao *‘ruling elite” or
to rank in order of importance those who are identified. Contributing to this
difficulty is the secrecy of the ruling party, which does not reveal membership in
its ruling organs. The few journalists who have gained access to the Pathet Lao
capital have not written anaiytically about the leadership structure, partly
because to our knowledge no outside observer (with the exception of Viet-
namese) has ever enjoyed an opportunity for continuous and intimate associa-
tion. Reports by Soviet, Chinese, Japanese, or French visitors to the zone
generally tell us little about the interrelationships among the Pathet Lao elite
and about their character and orientation. Furthermore, the environment of
Laos makes it inevitable that there will be a relative diffusion of power at this
stage of development, despite the Communist institutions and attempts under
Vietnamese guidance to increase the central authority. Populations are highly
diverse, and certain local leaders continue to exercise an important measure of
authority. Most regions are mountainous and sparsely populated; there are few
roads; communications are poor; continuous warfare and particularly the very
heavy U.S. bombings have further disrupted intrazonal communications and
complicated the Communist leadership’s efforts to create a centralized and
effective authority. The embryonic political and administrative institutions are
limited in their capacity to mobilize and regulate such varied peoples under a
centralized leadership. Decisions cannot be dictated at headquarters and swiftly
executed throughout the Communist zone. Finally, over the past two decades of
Lao Communist activity, various leaders have moved in and out of prominence,
depending upon the roles they perform, the particular instruments they control,
and the intensity of Vietnamese support they have enjoyed at particular stages
of Lao history. Despite the problems in identifying and ranking the Lao
Communist leaders, we know enough about their background and activities over
the past two decades to present hypotheses about their group characteristics.

Attributes of Pathet Lao Leadership

Our analysis has drawn upon biographical information about twelve leaders who
are probably among the leading policy makers of the Lao Communist movement
today.® These are leaders about whom we have been able to gather the most
data, although still incomplete and possibly inaccurate in some specific elements.

bThese leaders are: Faydang, Kaysone Phomvihan, Khampay Boupha, Khamtay Siphan-
done, Nouhak Phongsavan, Phoumi Vongvichit, Phoun Sipraseut, Singkapo Chounramany,
Sisana Sisane, Sithon Kommadam, Souk Vongsak, and Souphanouvong.



All have been members of the resistance for more than twenty years and could
appropriately be called “founding fathers” of the PL movement. All are
members of the Central Committee of the Neo Lao Hak Sat (NLHS), or Lao
Patriotic Front, and are thought to be members of the People’s Party of Laos
(PPL) although, since membership lists are not published, this cannot be verified.
(The PPL is discussed in Chapter 2.) All are mentioned frequently in current
NLHS radio and press releases. However, although these leaders are important
we cannot be absolutely certain that they are indeed the only key policy makers.
We have more limited data about other prominent Pathet Lao personalities
and, when the nature of the observation permits, our generalizations will go
beyond the dozen leaders of our sample. It should be clear that in view of the
paucity of available data we are not attempting to analyze this sample in any
rigorous statistical sense. Rather we are mining our information about their
backgrounds for insights into the qualities of the Pathet Lao leadership.

Longevity in the Movement

Prince Souphanouvong, born in 1909, appears to be the oldest of the top PL
policy makers. On July 13, 1969, his birthday was celebrated “jubilantly,”
according to the Pathet Lao radio' in the PL zone, marking twenty-five years
that the prince had served in the revolutionary activities, starting out at age
thirty-five. Faydang, an ethnic minority leader, is only one year his junior.
Sithon, another ethnic minority leader, is also one year Souphanouvong'’s junior
(although another report puts Sithon’s year of birh at 1906). Phoumi Vongvichit
ranks among the older members, his birthdate being given variously as 1914,
1910, and 1909, and Nouhak is in the same age range, having been born in 1914
or 1910.

Kaysone, probably born in 1925 (although another report puts it at 1920), is
one of the youngest of the founding fathers; he would have been twenty years
old when he first entered the resistance in 1945. Khamtay Siphandone is a year
younger, having been born in 1926. In 1970, the others were in their.late forties
or early fifties (Souk Vongsak, born about 1915; Sisana Sisane, 1922; Singkapo,
1913: Phoun Sipraseut, 1920; and Khamphay Boupha, 1917). It s striking that
these men have been working in the Lao revolutionary movement for nearly a
quarter of a century, i.e., most of their adult lives. There is considerable social
diversity among them, yet as we shall presently point out service together over
so many years, often in danger and adversity, has forged a unity and common
philosophy. Their longevity in the Communist movement has also given these
leaders a deep investment in the triumph of their cause.

Their long involvement with foreign allies over the years has been significant
in the education of their children. As their children reach the age of secondary
education, or even primary in.some cases, the PL leaders are obliged to look



outside of Laos, since quality education is even now not available in their zone.
They have availed themselves of the opportunities open to them in North
Vietnam, Communist China, and the Soviet Union and, for a few, in Eastern
European Communist countries. Of Prince Souphanouvong’s ten children, five
have studied in Moscow and Eastern Europe and others in Communist China;
Faydang, whose four wives gave him at least fourteen children, sent several to
school in North Vietnam and Communist China; Souk Vongsak was reported to
have one son in Moscow in 1955 and two sons and two daughters in Communist
China in 1959. Phoumi Vongvichit was also reported to have children studying
in Moscow and Communist China. As a consequence, the ties of these leaders to
the Communist countries have been drawn tighter and their inclination to
compromise with their Royal Laos Government adversaries who have been
similarly drawn into the non-Communist orbit—primarily France, Thailand, and
recently the United States—is reduced.

In conversations with Lao whose families are divided as a result of the war,
we sensed the personal and political implications of having one’s children
educated in the Communist countries. A former PL official (A-24),° for
example, who had remained on the RLG side after the integration agreements of
1957 told us that he sent his son to study in Peking, along with the children of
Souphanouvong, after the Geneva Agreements in 1954. His son completed
secondary school there, continued on with higher education in agriculture, and
returned in 1962 to Khang Khay, where the Pathet Lao and neutralists were
stationed at the time. There the young man found an opportunity to study
medicine in North Vietnam and left for the University of Hanoi, where he was
still a student in 1967. Our interviewee, now a judge in an RLG provincial town,
learned that his son had been criticized in Hanoi because his father was
collaborating with the “puppet government.” He had letters from his son until
1964, but since then he has had no direct news. Since that year of the rupture of
PL relations with the tripartite government, he has not seen his only other child,
a daughter who is married to a Deuanist neutralist officer and lives with her
husband in the Pathet Lao-controlled zone in Khang Khay. In the judge’s words,
“They have my two children. That’s the reason I can’t talk too much.” As a sad
afterthought to this observation, the judge added:

Of course, if my son came back, what would he do here? He knows Vietnamese
and Chinese, but not French or English. If he comes out to this side without the
capacity that people have here, what kind of position would he have? Perhaps he
could make a go of it in the army, but in a civilian function what would he be
able to do?

Ethnic Composition

Like their adversaries on the non-Communist side, the principal leaders of the
Lao Communist movement are with a few exceptions lowland Lao (Lao Loum).

Designation in parentheses used above and hereafter refers to Appendix H, Selective List of
Persons Interviewed or Consulted.



This is not surprising, despite the fact that they rule the highland areas where
tribal minorities predominate. The Lao Communist movement, as part of the
larger nationalist movement in Laos, had its beginnings among the lowland Lao
most affected by “modem” trends in the Mekong Valley towns, particularly in
the secondary schools. The relative homogeneity in religion, language, and
culture of the lowland Lao, as contrasted with the variegated highland minor-
ities, made it more likely that a small, westermn-educated, town-based leadership
would organize the nationalist movement, comparatively mild as it was in Laos.
The highland minorities were the most backward peoples of Laos whose tribal
chieftains had almost no modern education and, with some exceptions we have
noted, were unlikely to produce many nationalist leaders.

Although the veteran PL leaders are principally lowland Lao, many have close
personal and family relationships with the Vietnamese and most speak Viet-
namese. A number, including Souphanouvong, Nouhak, and Singkapo, have
Vietnamese wives. Kaysone's father is Vietnamese. Many, like Souphanouvong,
Kaysone, and Sisane, were educated in Vietnam or, like Nouhak, had other
lengthy residence in Vietnam even before 1945. After the hostilities began in
1946, and especially after their own headquarters and *“Resistance Government”
were established in North Vietnam, they all had frequent occasion to serve or
visit in Vietnam. Even within Laos there were many occasions for developing
Vietnamese relationships, since the towns generally numbered more Vietnamese
than Lao inhabitants. The commercial and administrative contacts with Vietnam
were most active in the southern panhandle of Laos, where the towns of
Thakhek (Singkapo’s birthplace), Savannakhet (birthplace of Kaysone, Nouhak,
and Sisana), and Pakse (birthplace of Phoun Sipraseut and Khamtay Siphan-
done) were linked to Hue and Tourane over the short distances by the east-west
colonial roads. It is not surprising that many Lao youngsters growing up in these
towns developed a familiarity with and, in some cases, an attachment for things
Vietnamese.

While the Pathet Lao organization has been dominated by lowland Lao since
its origins, it is important not to overlook the several ethnic minority leaders
who were charter members of the revolutionary movement. Sithon Kommadam,
of Alak-Loven stock from southern Laos, is the most prominent leader from the
Lao Theung. Another Lao Theung (though he was raised by a Lao family), who
has been at the second echelon of PL leadership from the outset, is Apheui
Keobounheuang, born in Savannakhet Province in 1915. Apheui was a member
of the original “Resistance Committee of the East” and in 1956 was appointed
to the NLHS Central Committee, on which he still serves. There are at least three
more Lao Theung on the current Central Committee of the NLHS who were
named to that body as early as 1956: Am Lo and his brother Am Vu of
Savannakhet (both reported to be PPL members) and Ba Noi of Muong Sing
(said to be a Central Committee member of the PPL). In addition, May
Kham Di, a Tai Lu from Nam Tha, was also a member of the NLHS Central



Committee (and reportedly a PPL member) until his assassination in 1959.

The Meo have been represented in the PL leadership from its beginning by
Faydang and his younger brother Nhia Vu as well as by Lo Foung Pablia. There
have been frequent reports that Faydang does not carry real weight in
policy-making circles but has been maintained in public prominence because of
his long-time identification by the Lao Communist movement as a great Meo
leader. Two other Meo who appear to be current members of the NLHS Central
Committee are Lao Phong and Phiahom Sombat.

Despite the domination of the Lao Communist movement by lowland Lao
leaders, we have the distinct impression that the PL have been more successful in
mobilizing ethnic minorities (with the possible exception of the Meo) into their
movement than have their RLG competitors. Sithon Kommadam, descendant of
a prominent anti-French tribal leader, had great appeal among a number of the
highland tribes in southem Laos based upon traditional and personal factors, and
he was instrumental in bringing a significant number under Pathet Lao authority.
Since the principal PL geographic focus has been in the mountainous areas, most
heavily populated by ethnic minorities, the PL leaders have found it useful to
show sensitivity to the special ethnic interests. They have received guidance in
the development of an ethnic doctrine from the North Vietnamese, who had
been astute in building their own revolutionary movement within the mountain
minorities of Vietnam and parts of Laos and have continued to show unusual
competence in managing these groups.? Since the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam (DRV) contains most of the same mountain peoples in even greater
numbers than does Laos, Vietnamese advisers are familiar with these ethnic
groups and can offer experienced guidance for their rule. It seems likely that the
domination by lowland Lao leaders within the Lao Communist movement will
be gradually modified as Lao Theung and Lao Soung students who have been
selected for education in North Vietnam, China, and the Soviet Union return to
the zone and reach maturity.

Social Class, Education, and Occupational Background

The veteran PL lowland Lao leaders came from two broad categories of social
backgrounds: noble or prominent families, who acquired as a birthright a
measure of prestige and connections within Lao society, and more modest
origins, generally in the towns. The first group, which included Prince Sou-
phanouvong, Prince Souk Vongsak, Phoumi Vongvichit, and Singkapo Choun-
ramany, normally attended one of the French lycées in Indochina. Souphanou-
vong appears to be the only PL leader who has completed the university.
(Although Kaysone attended the Faculty of Medicine at Hanoi, he apparently
did not complete his course.)

It is not surprising that some upper-class nationalists choose the Communist
movement during a period of revolutionary struggle. Indeed, Asian Communist
parties generally, including the Lao Dong party of the DRV, have been




dominated by upper- and middle-class leaders.® However, since these PL leaders
would have had the social attributes for mobility if they had remained with their
upper-class Issara colleagues, their choice of joining forces with the Vietnamese
Communists is interesting. We have already discussed, in an earlier study, Prince
Souphanouvong’s motives in joining forces with the eastern group, allied with
the Vietnamese.® Some men were attracted by the force of his personality and
followed him. Certainly they saw themselves as patriots, fighting to expel the
French, and did not share the apprehension of the Vietnamese which their Issara
colleagues felt. Some may have felt that their career mobility would be greater
on the eastemn side, recognizing that the competition from others with equal
social status would be less than in Vientiane. Others may have found themselves
on the eastern side by pure happenstance or simply luck (or ill luck).4

The leaders linked to the eastern group came mostly from modest social
backgrounds, without the family connections for ascribed high rank within
traditional Lao society. These men, with the exception of Kaysone, generally
had even less formal schooling than did the upper-class group. However, one
should not underestimate the amount of self-education acquired by most of
these veteran leaders, whether or not they had much schooling. For example,
many have mastered several foreign languages. A case in point is Sisana Sisane
who was later to be working in the field of PL cultural affairs and propaganda.
Though he completed only a Lao primary education in Savannakhet, he learned
to speak Thai, Vietnamese, and French fluently. These tongues may have come
naturally in the course of his career as a commercial traveler between Laos and
Thailand, a policeman in Savannakhet between 1942 and 1944, and a customs
guard at Savannakhet from 1944 to 1945.

It seems reasonable to conjecture that the veteran PL leaders from modest
social backgrounds initially felt less attraction to remain with the lssara
movement than did their upper-class colleagues, knowing there would be less
interest in their talents in Vientiane where success and promotion were largely
determined by educational and social qualifications. Moreover, they had fewer
social connections that would draw them into the upper-class Issara circles. For
many in this group, connections with Vietnamese sponsors proved more
important to their careers (although rendering them vulnerable to the charge
that they are serving foreign interests).

dWe are inclined to give greater weight to the factor of chance in Lao politics than to many
important factors that obtain elsewhere, such as ideology. An interview we had with a
neutralist colonel, though it deals with the events of a different political faction in 1960,
helps to make this point. Seriously examining how he became committed to the Kong Le
faction, he admitted that he had been a regular officer in the Royal Army (IForces Armées
Royaies, or FAR), caught as a bystander in a fire fight in Vientiane in 1960, and given
protection by some Kong Le officers. He struck up a friendship with them and, though he
insisted he had no strong political inclination at the time, he decided to join them on their
flight to the Plain of Jars. In the months that followed, he developed close personal ties with
them, and he has remained identified as a “‘neutralist colonel,” though it is difficult to
determine what neutralism means in his personal ideology.



An Assessment

The continuity of the veteran leadership is remarkable, the group having
remained virtually intact for more than two decades of intermittent war and
coalition government. This longevity of service has not meant that as a group
they are especially elderly, since they began their revolutionary careers as young
men. It is clear that there is also an unusual cohesion within the leadership that
has permitted them to serve over two decades with no evidence of major purges
or defections. This unit, in sharp contrast with the factionalism of the RLG elite,
impels one to search for the sources.

Perhaps the most important tie that holds them together is their common
experience in the revolutionary struggle, creating that camaraderie of fighting
men which is so often a powerful unifying force. An RLG study of the NLHS,
prepared in the late 1950s, astutely recognized this bond:

The real link which binds the members of the NLHS is the memory of years of
fighting together and the feeling that they must stick together so that those
difficult years will not have been in vain. Those years were hard, full of real
sacrifices and sufferings; they must not be wasted. Only unity and advancement
of the NLHS can bring its members the position and the advantage to which
they consider themselves entitled.

No doubt these leaders have had a full measure of danger and adversity, though
there have been years of relative calm as well. They were harassed and pursued
by the French in the first Indochina war from 1946 to 1954. Although there was
little physical danger from 1954 to 1959, the political contention continued
unabated and, in 1959, sixteen key leaders languished in prison for almost a
vear. Violence broke out from 1960 to 1962 and was converted once again to a
political struggle from 1962 to 1963. Following the rupture of relations in the
tripartite government in 1963 and the flight of Pathet Lao leaders to their zone
in eastern Laos, living conditions once again became primitive for them. Many of
the headquarters in which they worked were located in large caves to protect
them from frequent bombardment, and there was constant danger to their lives
from air attack. Their housing was rudimentary and food supplies were limited.
The PL zone depended for manufactured consumer supplies upon shipments
from Communist China and North Vietnam, neither of which, understandably,
was lavish with its resources. However, judging from the development of the
RLG, it seems to be the contrary conditions of relative comfort and luxury,
abundant food and security, which contribute to factionalizing a group.

There are other reasons for PL cohesion. They are linked by a common cause
which they have served for more than twenty years. The Marxist-Leninist
ideology that they profess has probably made less mark upon them than have
their common goals and sense of shared patriotism. One can also find a partial
explanation for their cohesion in their developing institutions. Following the



Communist model of their DRV mentor and with active Vietnamese guidance
they have constructed a ruling party and a front which help keep them together.
These are in addition to the such institutions also possessed by their RLG
competitor as an administration and an army. They have constructed a system of
indoctrination and self-criticism which contributes to the unity. The presence of
a unified Vietnamese Communist structure within the disparate Lao groups has
also helped to keep the PL leadership on a steady course. Finally, the North
Vietnamese model of cohesiveness and high morale in the face of interminable
hardship has been a source of inspiration.

The bonds of unity were tested against many opportunities to leave the
movement, especially the intermittent unions and disunions with the Royal Lao
Government since the founding of a separate Pathet Lao organization in 1950.
Only after the integration agreement of 1957 did a handful of second-level
leaders quit. Perhaps it is not such a matter of wonderment that the PL leaders
did not defect to the other side. Their personal investment—their authority, their
careers, their personal lives, and the welfare of their families—has been so bound
up with the Lao Communist movement that it was probably not within their
realistic choice to abandon it. It is instructive to look back at earlier RLG
assessments of certain PL leaders whom they believed to be prone to rally to the
RLG because of “bourgeois” tastes—Singkapo was frequently cited—or lack of
Communist ideological commitment, or strong family ties within the RLG zone.
None of the leaders defected. Instead, political distance of the PL leaders from
their RLG adversaries widened in recent years with the intensification of the
war. The stress to which they were subjected did not break their morale—it
seems to have strengthened their resolve. These comments are not meant to
imply that the PL leaders may not find common ground with the RLG elite.
There is a pull toward reconciliation that derives from family and sentimental
ties and the common bonds of Lao patriotism. However, embitterment on both
sides increased as the scope of the war in Laos widened, making such
reconciliation difficult. Moreover, leaders on both sides have leaned more heavily
upon their foreign supporters: the Pathet Lao upon the DRV and, to a lesser
extent, Communist China and the Soviet Union; the RLG upon the United
States and, to a lesser extent, Thailand. Thus, as the interests of the Lao leaders
became involved in the complicated web of foreign interests, unity within Laos
grew even more difficuft to achieve.






The People’s Party of Laos

Most nations at the lower end of the developmental scale have few of the
modem political instruments such as parties or mass organizations. To rule, their
leaders rely principally upon personal authority, executing the minor tasks of
government largely through' the civilian and military bureaucracies. The principal
form of political controversy in the central government is the struggle for power
among the elites, often carried out without much regard for the larger
population. Governmental leaders in the capital normally devote little effort to
organizing politically the country dwellers who, in turn, are little concerned with
the central government. Local control continues to reside, in an important
measure, with such regional elites as local satraps, military officers, and tribal
chiefs; to exert influence in the various regions, leaders at the center must
negotiate with these regional elites.

The Royal Lao Government, following this pattern, is directed by upper-class,
lowland Lao civilian and military elites who depend for the execution of policy
upon a small, poorly trained and poorly paid bureaucracy and upon the officers
of the 55,000 to 75,000 military force (the Forces Armées Royales, or FAR),
largely developed since 1954. To control some of the ethnic minority groups
such as the Meo, these elites rely upon tribal leaders with whom they have made
tenuous alliances. The RLG identifies with Theravada Buddhism and the king in
Luang Prabang, symbols that exert a strong appeal to the population of the
Mekong Valley in the northern segment of Laos. However, in the south, the
former royal house of Champassak, currently led by Prince Boun Oum, still
attracts the primary loyalty, and in other regions the sons of former ruling
families have important local influence. Conflict among elite factions is rife, but
the rural population has been largely unaware of and unaffected by the factional
struggle in Vientiane. The most important associations have been formed around
a few powerful families, whose branches often develop widespread relationships.
However, the RLG elites have not developed any sustained, national political
organizations.

By contrast, the Pathet Lao leadership, with North Vietnamese guidance, has
been developing a set of relatively modern political instruments to mobilize and
control the rural inhabitants. This is noteworthy in view of the less-developed
aspects of the PL zone. The population is more diverse, with large numbers of
highland minorities who speak many languages. The PL zone is also more
backward economically, with widespread use of a dry-rice method of cultivation
instead of the more advanced wet-rice methods of the lowlands. Indeed, in most
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aspects of modernity, in roads, towns, and electricity, for example, the PL areas
lag behind the RLG regions. However, in constructing a ruling party, which we
shall discuss presently, and such other institutions as a political front and mass
organizations, to be described in the following chapter, the PL leaders have
introduced entirely new notions and forces into traditional Laos.

Origins and Development

In 1930, Vietnamese Communist revolutionaries led by Ho Chi Minh founded
the Indochinese Communist party (ICP), which declared its task to be “to wipe
out feudal remnants, to distribute land to the tillers, to overthrow imperialism
and to make Indochina completely independent.”! The formation of the ICP
consolidated three Vietnamese Communist factions that, according to a DRV
history, had “induiged in invective against each other and disputed for influence
among the masses.”?> The Communist International, learning of this, sent the
Vietnamese revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh to Hong Kong to unify the
factions into a single party. At first, this new party gave itself the name,
“Vietnam Communist Party.” Once again, the Communist International sent
instructions that were adopted, this time to change the party’s name to
Indochinese Communist Party because “the Vietnamese, Cambodian, and Lao-
tian proletariats have politically and economically to be closely related in spite
of their difference in language, customs, and race.”® It appears that the
Comintern was displeased by the nationalist tone of the name Vietnam
Communist Party and preferred the broader, more internationalist scope implicit
in the new name.*

Since the ICP’s stated purpose was to liberate Laos and Cambodia as well as
Vietnam, it is interesting that there were apparently no Lao or Cambodian
members in this organization at the outset.® The Vietnamese Communists
maintained the ICP as an almost exclusive Vietnamese party, at least in regard to
Laos, for the duration of its formal existence until 1945 when, to camouflage its
Communist connections, it was declared dissolved (though it continued as an
“underground” party).

After 1945, as the Vietnamese Communists launched a vigorous organiza-
tional effort, it appears that they recruited a small number of Lao members into
the ICP. Despite their preoccupation with Vietnam, particularly in the years
from 1945 to 1950 when they were constructing their own revolutionary
organization, the Vietnamese enlisted some Lao in the effort to expel the
French. For example, the half-Vietnamese Kaysone Phomvihan was apparently
recruited into the ICP when he was a student in Hanoi in 1946 or early 1947,
and Nouhak, who was engaged in a trucking business in Vietnam, joined in 1947,

In early 1951, actions by the Vietnamese prepared the ground for the later
formation of a separate Lao Communist party. In February of that year at a
party congress the Vietnamese Communists proclaimed the formation of the
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Vietnamese Workers Party (Dang Lao Dong) to replace the ICP. Eliminating the
“Indochinese” label of the Communist party seemed designed to appeal to
nationalist sentiments in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. The Vietnamese
organizers of this congress, with the aim of demonstrating close links among the
three peoples, invited a number of Cambodian and Lao leaders to attend.
Immediately following this Lao Dong party congress, and perhaps at the very
same location, there was announced the formation of a Viet-Lao-Khmer alliance
that committed these three peoples to struggie jointly against French colonial
power and the “American interventionists.”® No public announcements were
made regarding the formation of separate Lao and Cambodian Communist
parties; however, the purpose of publicizing this alliance was apparently to
reinforce the image of an independent Lao and Cambodian revolutionary effort
against the French.

Although there are still gaps in our knowledge about the specific form of Lao
Communist party activity during the period from this proclamation in February
1951 until March 22, 1955, when the People’s Party of Laos (Phak Pasason Lao)
was formally announced, and there are some contradictory reports, we can piece
together enough bits of information to offer an interpretation of events
surrounding the establishment of the Lao Communist apparatus.

A Lao govemmental study states that in 1952 a section of the Lao Dong
party responsible for Laos was created under the name of Phak Khon Ngan
(Labor Party). In 1953, after a “purification” (*“cette section épurée”) that left
seventeen full members and a number of candidate members, the section was
made independent and became, under the same name (Phak Khon Ngan) the
ruling Lao Communist party. According to this study, the Lao Communist party
grew, with the DRV maintaining its control through these seventeen Lao plus
the candidate members, who held joint membership in the Lac Dong party. This
explanation was adopted and appeared in U.S. governmental reports as well as
the open literature until recently.”

We have discussed in an earlier study what we believe are mistakes in this
explanation.® Briefly, there probably was no such Lao party called the Phak
Khon Ngan (this term is a translation into Lao of the term Dang Lao Dong,
meaning Workers Party), and we believe that the Vietnamese have been using a
different method, principally their advisory system, to guide their Lao junior
partners. In finding fault with this explanation, however, we do not reject the
probability that Lao members of the Lao Dong party became important leaders
of the Lao Communist party by reason of their close links to the Vietnamese
Communists, their longevity in the revolutionary movement, and other attri-
butes we have discussed. In fact, we have uncovered new information (since our
earlier study) that confirms the importance of the former Lao members of the
ICP in the creation of the People’s Party of Laos (PPL).°

Discussing the origins of the PPL, a party training document (LP-24)2 tells of

‘Designations in parentheses used above and hereafter identify PL documents located in our
files.
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the decision of the Second General Assembly of the ICP in 1951 to dissolve
itself into three parties in order “to conform to the plan for the expansion of the
revolutionary struggle in each country” (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos). The
document continues:

After that, the Lao who were members of the [Indochinese] Communist Party
led the Lao people in their continuing struggle.

Though it had been organized and expanded some time before, the PPL was
proclaimed on 22 March 1955. Based on these facts, it can be said that the PPL,
as the successor of the ICP, still carries out the tasks of that party.

This interpretation is reinforced by an account in the RLG newspaper Xar
Lao of the growth of the party from 1951 to 1955. It points out that after the
establishment of the Lao Dong party in 1951, the Vietnamese Communists
encouraged certain Lao to organize a Communist party in Laos. Guided by
Vietnamese advisers, some PL leaders began to develop cells in their zone of
operations, resulting in the emergence of party factions in various regions of
Laos, each with a different name.!® Following the Geneva Conference of 1954
when, with the conclusion of the military struggle, the Vietnamese could devote
more attention to political organization within Laos, Vietnamese advisers urged
the Lao members of the Lao Dong party to organize the various Lao political
parties into a single party.'' This effort resulted in the formation on March 22,
1955, of the PPL.'?

According to a North Vietnamese economic cadre’s notebook, the party soon
fell into a dangerous situation when, in 1957 and 1958, a large number of party
members were captured and imprisoned or killed. This undoubtedly refers to the
period during which integration of the Pathet Lao into the RLG was attempted.
In the fall of 1957, Souvanna Phouma and his half-brother Souphanouvong had
reached a plan for national reconciliation according to which Souphanouvong
and Phoumi Vongvichit would be brought into the government as ministers, the
NLHS, or Lao Patriotic Front, would contest the partial elections for the
National Assembly scheduled for 1958, the two Pathet Lao-controlied provinces
of Sam Neua and Phong Saly would be absorbed into the national government
with the NLHS sharing in the appointment of its administrative chiefs, and
1.500 PL soldiers (about one fourth of their total number) would be integrated
into the Royal Army in two battalions. Right-wing RLG leaders were dismayed
when, during the election in May 1958, the NLHS won nine seats and their
allies, the Santiphab party, won four seats, of the total of twenty-one seats
contested. These RLG authorities inflicted police surveillance and other harass-
ment upon the newly elected NLHS deputies and their cadres. Following the
collapse of negotiations to integrate the two PL battalions into the Royal Army,
the Phoui Sananikone government arrested sixteen NLHS leaders, including
seven who had been elected to the National Assembly. These Jeaders were held
in prison in Vientiane for approximately a year; they escaped and fled to the
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PL-controlled area in May 1960. This neutralization of the top NLHS leadership,
most of them presumably PPL leaders, must have been a blow, if only
temporary, to the PPL organizational efforts.'?

Continuing its chronological assessment of the PPL development, the North
Vietnamese cadre’s notebook points out that in May 1959 the Lao Dong party
reestablished a close relationship with the PPL and provided the latter with
increased assistance to consolidate the revolutionary movement in Laos. The
date for the step-up of Lao Dong assistance to the PPL coincides with the
plenum of the Central Committee of the Lao Dong party, held in May 1959, at
which Hanoi decided to increase its contribution to the insurgency in South
Vietnam. This period marked the beginning of an active North Vietnamese
military phase in Laos in which the Communist forces reoccupied Sam Neua and
Phong Saly, where an RLG presence had been established after the integration
agreements. In the succeeding three years, during the political turbulence within
the RLG, Communist forces further advanced to occupy more than half the fand
area of Laos.'* The North Vietnamese notebook provides added evidence that
the active NVA military phase was accompanied by a concerted North Viet-
namese effort to improve the PPL. According to the lessons in the North
Vietnamese notebook, the party has steadily improved since the increase in Lao
Dong assistance beginning in May 1959.

Semisecrecy of the Party

A distinctive feature of the People’s Party of Laos is its semisecret nature.? Party
members are distributed throughout the major instruments of the NLHS system,
principally the army and the bureaucracy. Secret meetings of the party are held,
and members are enjoined not to disclose their party affiliation. Nevertheless,
from the earliest days of the party, those who are not party members have
suspected who the party members were in their units. Several interviewees
(A-16, A-18, A-20, A-21, B-9) told us, for example, that they couid always guess
the members when certain individuals of their military unit were calied out to
the forest for a clandestine meeting. A number of factors help explain the
clandestine nature of the PPL. As one former PL medic (A-10) told us, the party
may maintain secrecy because of weakness. Especially in the early years when it
was small and could exercise only limited control, the party could give the
impression of greater strength than it actually had by shrouding its activity in
secrecy—an air of mystery helps create an aura of power. One young former PL
officer (A-31) reported that members of his unit were told, “there are many eyes
of the Party in all units that see what you do.” This warning made the men more
vigilant, he contended. By confusing their adversaries, this secrecy may have

bit appears that some Communist parties in Africa south of the Sahara follow a similar
semisecret procedure,
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offered a political advantage in negotiations with the RLG, at least in the minds
of the PL leaders. Also, during their participation in the Vientiane government
they may have found it useful to have a network of party members who were
unknown to the opposing factions.

Another reason for the PPL to maintain semisecrecy may have been its desire
to create the impression among the Lao population that the NLHS, or Lao
Patriotic Front, is not identified with any Communist organization. The PPL
strategy called for a reconstitution of a coalition government that reflects the
“current realities” of political forces in Laos. The Lao Communist leaders
apparently believed that they would lose favor among the Lao population if they
avowed that their leading organ is a Communist party. The Lao population, they
must have judged, is not yet at the stage of readiness for an open Communist
party. This procedure follows Vietnamese Communist practice. During their
fighting days the Viet Minh, and now the National Liberation Front (NLF) and
the “‘Alliance,” operated with a tightly organized and disciplined clandestine
party whiose membership, leadership, and power were concealed from the public.
Yet, as in the case of Laos, party members were generally known within army
ranks, and of course the party wielded the power. The clandestine role of the
party which has been transmitted to Laos by the North Vietnamese follows a
long historical tradition in Vietnam, as in China, of secret societies.'*

This semisecrecy has been maintained on the international as well as the
internal scene for some of the same reasons. If the PPL is to camouflage its
Communist leadership from the Lao public, it would be unwise to advertise itself
internationally. Moreover, there is some international diplomatic advantage to be
gained, especially in the Third World, for the NLHS to appear as the leader of a
nonaligned, national liberation movement, struggling against American imperial-
ism. However, in 1966, a letter of greetings sent by the secretary-general of the
PPL Central Committee, Kaysone Phomvihan, was published in the Japanese
Communist party’s monthly, and a number of similar references to the PPL have
subsequently appeared in Communist organs in other parts of the world.'® In
October 1970, the Pathet Lao News Agency broadcasted a long article concern-
ing the Lao liberation struggle by Kaysone. Although he did not use the term
People’s Party of Laos, Kaysone obviously referred to it when he discussed its
origins and development as a “‘genuine revolutionary party” and clearly distin-
guished it from the NLHS front.'”?

We can only speculate about the reasons for these relatively scarce references
to the PPL in the Communist media abroad. While messages from the Lao
Patriotic Front, generally signed by Prince Souphanouvong, appear abundantly
in the Soviet and Communist Chinese media, we have found no references to the
PPL in their organs. Presumably, the Soviet and Chinese officials who receive
PPL messages are familiar with the semisecret position of the PPL and carefully
follow an established protocol of discretion. It is possible that the personnel on
the Japanese and various East European organs that have published references to
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the PPL lack familiarity witli.its semisecret position. As for the DRV reference
to the PPL in 1967, it was perhaps the result of an indiscretion. It seems clear
that PPL messages are published at the initiation of the receiving party, not the
PPL’s. The possibility cannot be excluded, however, that as the party grows in
strength it does not feel constrained to camouflage its presence among brother
parties. Moreover, PPL leaders may wish the status in the socialist world they
would achieve following public acknowledgment of their dominant role in the
PL region of Laos.!®

This semisecrecy is one major reason that so little has been known about the
People’s Party of Laos in the world outside of the Pathet Lao zone. As far as we
know, no study of the PPL has previously been published in any language. None
of the numerous Soviet and Chinese sources concerned with Laos which we have
consulted make reference to the existence of the PPL. Few Lao whom we
interviewed, including those who were otherwise familiar with PL practices, had
any knowledge of the party. The silence of the PL media during late 1968 and
eatly 1969 about Kaysone, secretary-general of the PPL and presumably the
most powerful leader in the Lao Communist organization, provides an example
of the party’s clandestine style, which makes it difficult for the outsider to
understand PPL behavior.® There were rumors of his death, yet neither was he
reported in attendance at important meetings, as was customary, nor were there
other news reports to show he was alive.

Party Revolutionary Doctrine

In view of the close relationship of the People’s Party of Laos to the Lao Dong
party of the DRV, it is not surprising that the PPL draws heavily upon the
revolutionary doctrine of its mentor. Indeed, our evidence shows that Viet-
namese advisers frequently prepare the ideological statements used in PPL
training sessions. As a comparative basis for our discussion of PPL doctrine, it
will be useful to first summarize some of the Lao Dong concepts.'’

Elements of North Vietnamese Doctrine

North Vietnamese revolutionary doctrine, following the essence of Leninism,
places primary importance upon the development of a party to serve as the
vanguard of the revolution. Ho Chi Minh’s views on the importance of the party
are revealed in an observation made by Ho, as recounted by the Vietnamese

It is not impossible that during this period Kaysone was in temporary eclipse and there was
a factional dispute for power; however, we have no evidence of it. It is possible that
Kaystone was wounded or ill and that the PL leadership was reluctant to reveal this
information both to their own cadres, whose morale might be shaken by the threatened loss
of a leader, and to their enemies, who might exploit their possible loss with propaganda.
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Communist leader Truong Chinh, when a young Vietnamese revolutionary in
exile in China, prior to the founding of the Indochinese Communist party in
1930, threw a bomb at the car of a French governor-general of Indochina,
then on a visit to Canton. Ho was reported to have said that “‘assassinating
Governor-Generals was not the way to achieve the overthrow of the colonial
regime. To secure victory for the revolution, a powerful political party was
needed.”?°

The founding of the ICP in 1930, according to the DRV official party
history, “was not accidental, but was determined by the historical conditions of
Vietnam.” When the French invaded Vietnam in 1858, the Vietnamese feudal
landlord class surrendered to them, opening an epoch in which French monopo-
lists exploited Vietnam, imposing heavy taxes, impoverishing the peasants, and
creating a market of cheap labor. Economically, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos
were turned into private French markets, and politically, a policy of divide and
rule was pursued, with the administrative, military, and technical machinery
concentrated in French hands. In summary, Vietnam was turned into a market
and source of supply of raw materials for the “mother country,” and Viet-
namese feudal society was transformed into a colonial and semifeudal society.
This transformation produced changes in class relationships, which were impor-
tant to the inevitable revolution. The authoritative DRV study describes the
emergence of five principal classes, and shows the role of each in the
revolution: 4

The Vietnamese Feudal Landlord Class. This class, “working hand in glove with
the imperialists to maintain its selfish interest,” was the object of the revolution.
Nevertheless, since the spearhead of the revolution was directed at the “oppres-
sive and aggressive imperialists,” a small segment of this class joined the
struggle—most of them small landlords, intellectuals, and students of landlord
stock.

The Vietnamese Bourgeoisie. Emerging after World War | as Vietnam became
both a colonial and semifeudal society, the bourgeoisie split into two parts:

The Comprador-Bourgeoisic. This part included big capitalists who worked as
the imperialist agents, buying local products and selling manufactured goods,
investing money in industrial and commercial enterprises, and building projects
for them. Like the feudal landlord class, this class was an antirevolutionary
force.

The National Bourgeoisie. This relatively small group of middle-size capitalists
with limited economic power was unable to withstand imperialist competition

dAlthough this DRV study does not acknowledge it, this class analysis follows Mao
Tse-tung’s essay, "'On the New Democracy.”
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and found its interests in contradiction to those of the imperialists and
feudalists. At the same time, they had economic relations with them, selling
goods, serving as landlords, and thereby exploiting the working class. Thus, the
national bourgeoisie had a two-sided nature: on one hand they were against the
imperialists and feudalists, favoring national independence and democratic
freedom; on the other hand, their attitude was unstable, wavering and hesitant.
When the imperialists were strong, the national bourgeoisie compromised and
advocated reforms: when the revolutionary mass movement made advances, they
tended to support it. Therefore, the national bourgeoisie could not lead the’
Vietnamese revolution.

The Vietnamese Peasantry. The peasantry, constituting almost 90 percent of the
population, was heavily oppressed, having to submit to heavy taxes, high land
rent and interest, and corvées. “Short of land, the peasants, first of all the poor
and landless peasants, very energeticaily opposed the imperialists and the
feudalists.” Therefore, the peasants were the largest revolutionary force and the
“most reliable ally of the working class.”

Vietnamese Petty Bourgeoisie. Included in this class were craftsmen, traders,
owners of small industries, civil servants, intellectuals, and students. While their
living standards often differed, they shared a life of instability and threat of
unemployment. While they sometimes wavered with the ups and downs of the
revolutionary movement, they generally were an important force for the
revolution and a reliable ally of the working class.

The Vietnamese Working Class. Emerging with the development of French
capitalism in Vietnam after World War I, these workers were the “most
revolutionary force, whose political consciousness, organizational ability, disci-
pline and creativeness were higher than those of other classes.”” Exploited by the
imperialists, the feudalists, and the national bourgeoisie, in order to liberate
itself the working class had to fight for the emancipation of the whole nation. lIts
blood ties with the peasantry provided it with favorable conditions to create a
worker-peasant alliance. Therefore, though small in number, the Vietnamese
working class soon became the leading force of the revolution.

PPL Revolutionary Doctrine

For the analysis that follows, we have drawn upon party training documents,
speeches by party leaders, and testimony from several party members. However,
our information, although it fills gaps on a subject that has not been studied in
any systematic fashion, is still incomplete. One reason for the lack of data is of
course the secrecy of the party. Another is the fact that the Lao Communist
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movement is not so dedicated to keeping records as are the Vietnamese, who fill

reams of paper at almost every echelon of organization. In Laos, the rate of

literacy is low and the level of education even among those who can read and

write is modest. Therefore, the few records one does find are rudimentary.

Moreover, the conditions created by continuous fighting and U.S. bombing of

the Communist zone made unlikely the development of a body of historical and
_ doctrinal literature. :

The analysis is a description of the party revolutionary doctrine, not an
evaluation of the party’s success in executing it. It must be emphasized that
profession of revolutionary premises must not be mistaken for performance.
Words are not deeds. In all party programs there is a gap between intentions and
realization. In Laos, there are many reasons why there is likely to be an even
wider gap between the two than in other Communist systems. The revolutionary
doctrine is largely imported and in many respects it has difficulty taking root in
Lao soil. Lao culture has not appeared to nurture the competence in disciplined
political organizational capability that is called for in this doctrine. In addition,
as has been stated before but can hardly be stressed enough, the PL region is
undeveloped and impoverished; regional differences are enormous; communica-
tion is poor; and the levels of education and technical competence are low.
Therefore, the doctrine is not easy to teach or learn. While we do not judge the
success in application of the doctrine, we believe it is important as the
theoretical underpinning for the Lao Communist leadership. These are some of
the concepts the Lao revolutionaries are guided by in their political and military
struggle in Laos.

As in the Vietnamese case, the People’s Party of Laos adheres to the Leninist
doctrine that the existence of a disciplined, genuinely revolutionary party is the
key to the revolution. One party document (LP-24) points out that there were
earlier heroes in the struggle against the French oppression—Ong Keo, Kom-
madam, Chao-Fa Patchai, and Pho Kadout?! —*“but they were defeated because
there was no Party to lead the struggle.” Since the revolution is so complex and
difficult, a strong organization is essential and it must win popular support; the
document continues: *‘It may take only pieces of wood to build a fence, but it
takes the helping hands of men to build a house.” (LP-24)

Following the pattern of Communist parties elsewhere, the PPL recognizes
that the key to building an effective party organization is the development of
competent, dedicated cadres. Training documents reveal that party members are
told they are the vanguard of the revolution. They have gained political
consciousness of the contradictions in Lao society and have learned that the
only way to free Laos from oppression is through armed struggle. Therefore,
they must devote their lives to fulfilling party objectives. Members are admon-
ished that they must not expect personal benefit—promotions or pay—by their
party membership. Rather, they join the party to serve the people. One
document (LP-9), cataloging the qualities necessary for a party member,
describes him as one who is loyal to the nation and willing to serve the people,
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obeys his leaders without question, keeps good discipline, respects the system,
and improves himself through study. Another (LP-24) states that members must
be resolute, brave, and undiscouraged in the face of difficulties.

There are certain elements of party procedure, characteristic of Communist
parties generally, which the PPL embraces. Party documents proclaim that the
party operates upon the principles of democratic centralism with each echelon
electing officers in accordance with the “principles of democracy, even if in
some cases committee members are appointed by higher echelons as a solution
to some special problem.” Party affairs are discussed democratically at each
echelon and, when a decision is made, the minority must be bound by the
majority, individuals must respect group decisions, and lower echelons must
submit to the discipline of the higher ones. Criticism and self-criticism are the
principal mechanisms for enforcing proper behavior and maintaining coherence
in the ideology. Party discipline is strongly inculcated. Discussing party secrecy.
one training document (LP-24) points out that the PPL is “obliged to hide in the
NLHS [front], even though it acts as the leader of the revolution.” The front
cannot be the leader since it is “merely an organization of people of various
classes . . . not composed of people who are decisive and persistent in their
struggle . . . and does not represent the proletariat . .. but rather aims at pro-
moting harmony of all elements.”

Marxism-Leninism is prociaimed to be the guiding philosophy of the party.
“The resounding victories of the Indochinese peoples in the past quarter century
cannot be separated from the introduction of Marxism-Leninism into Indo-
china,” Secretary-General Kaysone stated in late 1970.2%2 As one training
document (LP-24) puts it, Marxism-Leninism “provides guidance for its action
and points out practical ways to advance the revolution in Laos.” Although we
have not found any sophisticated elaboration of Marxism-Leninism among PL
documents—considering the background of the PPL leadership and the nature of
the country, it is doubtful that one exists in Laos—we have found the
philosophy discussed in several pamphlets. One such pamphlet (EMB-AP13)*?
published in 1963, gives a history of world communism in a simplified form.
adapted for a Lao audience. Its preface points out that Marx and Engels
discovered the universal principles of communism a century ago, and these have
now been embraced by one eighth of the world’s population living on one fourth
of the earth’s surface. “A Communist system,” the preface notes, *is gaining
ground in our Lao nation. Those classes which abuse power tremble before the
Party and its ideology, and attempt to discredit it. But its advance will not be
hindered.” In a burst of poetic allusion, the preface continues:

Communism is like sunlight at sunrise, chasing the shadows, awakening the
workers with its red rays, galvanizing their courage and inciting them to struggle
for liberation from oppression.

As does the Vietnamese doctrine, the PPL doctrine defines twin enemies of
the Lao people—imperialism and feudalism. The revolution must therefore be a
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“national and a democratic” one. However, the struggle must be carried out
“step by step,” with the first priority being defeat of the American imperialists.
All but a few strata of Lao society must be enlisted in the struggle. “Lackeys” of
the American imperialists are constantly denournced as enemies, but “feudalists”
are less frequently targeted. At this stage, the party’s task is to unite the Lao
people in a “broad national united front” to conduct the national liberation war
against a foreign enemy and its collaborators.

The PPL follows the broad outline of the Vietnamese class analysis, although
class definitions are modified to suit Lao circumstances. (Pathet Lao documents
available to us and interviews do not develop this analysis in sufficient detail for
our discussion to deal with subtleties. Further investigation might reveal
different labels for the class categories. We feel confident, however, that the
general thrust of the description is accurate.)

A former PPL member recalled five basic categories of Lao society which he
learned in his political Jessons:

Upper Bourgeoisie: The king, the royal family, and senior RLG officials,
especially those with business interests (this is the first time we have seen the
king mentioned in what is designated as an “‘enemy” category).

National Bourgeoisie: Employers of more than three people, up to and in-
cluding owners of large enterprises.

Peasants:
Middle Class: own land and produce some surplus rice; work their land, but
occasionally hire labor.

Lower Class: own land but do not harvest enough rice to meet their needs; do
other work after the harvest season; own land but not draft animals; own draft
animals but not land.

Poor farmers: own neither land nor draft animals; hire themselves out to others
on a daily wage; catch and sell fish or small game or collect wild vegetables and
fruit in jungle.

Petty Bourgeoisie: Small shop owners, school teachers, doctors, farmers who
harvest more than 600 kilograms of rice per year but who do not work their
land, farmers who own a rice mill, and other farmers who hire labor.

Working Class: Employees in factories and mills, coolies, and itinerant workers
on daily or hourly wage.?*

Although the national and democratic revolution is stated to be in essence “a
revolution to liberate the peasantry,”?® as in the Vietnamese Communist,
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Chinese Communist, and Soviet models, the proletariat (working class) is
considered the leading force of the revolution. The PPL, according to one
training document (LP-24), is the “party of the proletariat,” even though it is
difficult to find application for this term in Lao reality. This document seems to
muddle workers with peasants, describing the proletariat as those who have no
land, cattle, or tools for farming, as well as those who sell their labor to factories
and workshops. Having undergone the most oppression, they ‘““have been shaped
by their experiences in the working class”; they have learned organization and
discipline and are therefore the class most fit to lead. '

Although PPL training documents pay homage to the Communist thesis that
the “‘solid base Party is the working class,” they also recognize, like DRV
doctrine, that at the present stage of development in Laos peasants predominate,
making up more than 90 percent of the population. Therefore, the worker-
peasant alliance of the most oppressed classes constitutes the central core of the
party. However, the party must arouse the peasants because many are apathetic
about politics.

One document (SAV-12) guotes from prominent international Communist
leaders to justify the PPL reliance upon the peasantry as the base of its
revolution. Mao Tse-tung is quoted as saying, on the importance of the peasantry
to the revolution, “apart from the proletariat, which is the base of the
revolutionary Party, the peasants are the largest revolutionary segment of all
classes.” Ho Chi Minh is quoted: “The peasants are by far the most powerful
force of the people; they are loyal friends of the working class; they have great
love of country, and great courage for struggle and sacrifice—it is necessary to
rely upon the peasants.” Finally, Stalin is quoted as saying that the “peasants
represent a fundamental force in a national movement—it cannot be otherwise.”
Thus, the document concludes, the Lao peasants have become, with sacrifice and
-courage, the true force of the revolution.

The party relies upon the worker-peasant alliance as the base of the
revolution; nevertheless it must draw upon other segments of the people. One
document entitled Ten Chaprers of Basic Politics (LP-9) states that all “patriotic
Lao” must be mobilized, including students, governmental functionaries, monks,
intellectuals, and the national bourgeoisie. The ‘““Lao people,” the document
states, does not include those “stubborn reactionaries who support the U.S.
imperialists, even if they have Lao blood in their veins.”

The national bourgeoisie appear to be dealt with along lines similar to those
of the Vietnamese model. According to a PPL document, (SAV-12)2° the
national bourgeoisie will watch the progress of the revolution carried out by the
worker-peasant alliance. If the revolution seems to be faltering, only a minority
of this class will join; however, if it appears on the road to victory, most will
support it. Therefore, the party must work out an effective strategy to enlist the
national bourgeoisie in the revolution. This strategy must avoid certain mistakes,
which are discussed in Leninist dialectics. To ignore differences with the national
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bourgeoisie, the document contends, would be to abandon the class struggle and
to neglect the interests of the working class—an error of the right. Conversely, an
unbridled attack against the national bourgeoisie, driving them from the
revolution, would be an error of the left. This strategy of mobilizing all
“patriotic Lao” into a temporary alliance is the party’s front policy, carried out
under the aegis of the NLHS, which we shall discuss in the next chapter.

The doctrine denounces feudalism, yet there is no Lao equivalent of the
Vietnamese landlord class. Laos does not have a major problem of land
alienation, as did Vietnam or China in prerevolutionary days. Land is relatively
abundant, there is little land pressure, and, to judge by the silence on this subject
in party documents, great landlords are not defined as a principal enemy. As we
shall show below, land reform does not appear as a theme in the NLHS platform.
When Anna Louise Strong interviewed the NLHS woman deputy Madame
Khampheng Boupha in the early 1960s, she was told that “land reform was no
problem, because Laos has a surplus of land.” Prince Souphanouvong in another
interview with Miss Strong confirmed this statement.?”?

The People’s Party of Laos recognizes that the conduct of the revolution
must conform to the conditions in Laos and need not be identical with the
pattern in other Communist countries. A former party member stated that he
was told that, whereas Russia as a more developed country could base its
revolution upon the workers, Laos would have to rely upon the peasants.
Further, he learned that, following consolidation of Communist Chinese power
in 1949, land was confiscated, but in Laos, where there are few large land
owners, such policies need not apply. One party document (SAV-12) describes
the revolutions in Russia, Vietnam, China, and Cuba as having used a joint
political and military struggle, but in the Lao revolution it was necessary first to
use arms and only afterwards “for better or worse, undertake the political
struggle.” -

Elaborating on the party’s strategy and tactics in a speech in October 1970,
Secretary-General of the Party Kaysone declared:

The party has mobilized the masses to wage a struggle in many forms closely
combining armed struggle with political struggle, making use of various forms of
struggle—legal, diplomatic, parliamentary, several negotiations, two national
coalition governments ... but the party always regards armed struggle and
political struggle as the two fundamental ones, the former being the most
important form to win victory.

Elaborating further on the Pathet Lao revolutionary doctrine, Kaysone stated:

The Lao revolution shows that in a small country with a backward economy and
culture and a nascent working class like Laos which has to cope with imperialism
having powerful economic and military potential . .. if one can build a revolu-
tionary party with a thorough revolutionary spirit, a correct military and
political line ... a close-knit organization, an inner unity, firm ties with the



_25

masses, and total dedication to the people, which knows how to mobilize and
organize the masses for the struggle, promote the tradition of resistance against
foreign invasion and enlist the assistance of fraternal countries, in the first place
the socialist countries, then the revolution, though beset with difficulties and
hardships, will certainly triumph.?®

Function of the Party

The People’s Party of Laos, like Communist parties in all countries where they
have seized power, defines its role as *“‘the supreme directing organization in all
domains,” (LP-24) and generally follows the pattern of ruling Communist parties
elsewhere. Listing the several favorable factors for the national liberation
struggle in Laos, Kaysone concludes that “the fundamental and determining
factor remains the correct leadership of the genuine party.”?®

One authority on Communist organization points out that in the Soviet and
Chinese party concept the party has no specific concrete task as a ministry has,
but rather is “an organization in which leaders are gathered in a context which
strengthens their capacity to lead.” The party develops moral-political leadership
that is exercised in some other organizational role, not in the party itself. ‘‘Party
members go forth from Party meetings armed with new policy instructions from
the leadership and activated by new ideological and political indoctrination.”*?
In this pattern, PPL cadres are distributed throughout the principal institutions
in the PL system, particularly the army, the front, and the administration, where
they are expected to provide dedicated, seifless leadership. The PPL achievement
in placing competent cadres in its key organizations is far from the Soviet,
Chinese, or North Vietnamese models, as one would expect in the Lao context,
an issue we shall discuss below.

A North Vietnamese adviser (B-9) to a Pathet Lao battalion, Captain Mai Dai
Hap, described the role of PPL members where he was assigned:

The mission of the party is to command and direct—in any activity, combat,
discipline, organization—everything. For example, before an offensive, the party
members meet together to discuss the offensive. Then, they get together with
the rest of the men in the battalion, and provide them guidance.

Extending his remarks to describe the role of the party in the administration of
PL Nam Tha Province, Hap said:

The function of the party is the same as | described it in the army. The party
command controls everything. In each separate functional branch of the
province administrative committee, whether it be propaganda, economic affairs,
the front, whatever, there are cells of party members who get together to
develop a policy for their particular branch. Of course, in my province, though
they had the intention of directing things, they did a poorjob.:H
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Party members are constantly exhorted that their behavior must set an
example for the rest of the population to achieve the revolutionary tasks. In
addressing a convocation of party members from Xieng Khouang Province, a
party secretary set out the tasks facing the membership. (We select only some
principal ideas to provide a sample of his major points.)

1. Patiently endure all hardships and difficulties. Strengthen the determina-
tion to fight against the American imperialists and their lackeys. . . .
2. Develop correct ideologies for people of different classes and ethnic

groups.

3. Improve the political life of the Party. Maintain strict discipline within the
Party ... augment the prestige of the Party, and lead others to adhere to its
policies and instructions.

4. Strengthen the regular armed forces, the paramilitary forces, and the
militia and the guerrillas in the provinces and districts.

5. Cement harmony among members of the Party and people of various
ethnic groups. . . .32

Selection of Members

Our evidence makes it clear that the most ambitious, zealous, and able
individuals are invited to apply for membership in the People’s Party of Laos.
Criteria for admission to the PPL provided by one source include: a good
political background; enthusiasm in the performance of tasks; trust by the
people; and voluntary application for party membership. An obvious disqualifier
for membership is “any relation with the enemy.” A candidate member of the
party, who claimed that his upper-class family background hindered his admis-
sion, described the criteria for membership in the PPL. Prospective members
must show qualities of leadership, excellence of performance at their assign-
ments, readiness to submit to party discipline, and willingness to commit
themselves fully to the goals of the revolution. Favor is shown to those in the
lower socioeconomic classes, largely peasants or workers, though the party is
open to those considered “‘capable of thinking like a member of the lower
classes.”

A former PL district chief (chau muong) (A-16) whom we interviewed said
that he had served in administrative posts for almost ten years but was not
invited to join the party because he was the son of a canton chief (tasseng):

They believed that the offspring of the ruling class had developed habits of
capitalists. They charged that these people were not sound or determined—they
are easily carried along by anybody. So they didn’t trust me.

Asked what he believed to the PPL criteria for membership, he replied:
Only the poor who were hard workers and had experienced oppression by the

ruling class, such as those with relatives who had been killed, or those who had
oppressed by capitalists, or who were haunted with hatred against them.
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In fact, most of the leading party figures do not meet the criterion of lower-class
social origin. However, it is not uncommon, as the Vietnamese experience
suggests, for members of the bourgeoisie to join Communist-led nationalist
movements during the period of agitation for independence.*® After the
achievement of independence, and as the Communist party consolidates power,
more stringent Marxist-Leninist class criteria for Party membership are imposed,
which is apparently also the case in Laos.

Candidates for membership may be proposed by any full member. First, the
cell or group to which he is proposed must give its unanimous approval, and
approval from the next higher echelon must be secured. The candidate is
observed for some three months before he is invited to submit a written
application for membership.

We have examined an application for membership in which the applicant
expressed his fervent intent:

To fight throughout my life for the benefit of the Party, the nation, and the
revolution, from the beginning to the end; to regard the work for the common
good as my primary task and to sacrifice unconditionally my own interests to
the interests of the Party, the nation, and the revolution; to lead the revolution
to the final goal, to liberate the people of my own class to make the nation
completely independent; to observe strictly all orders; and to absolutely
maintain Party secrets. Even if | am captured and tortured by the enemy, | will
never reveal Party secrets.

The applicant submitted a biography showing his family background, education,
occupation, ethnic identity (lowland Lao), class (poor), religion (Buddhist),
technical knowledge (1 know how to operate a sewing machine”), social habits
('] never play cards and never raped a girl™), and politics (*‘l never made contact
with the enemy”). Following his biography, the applicant stated his weak points
(1 do not have any experience in military tactics™) and his strong points, which
showed how diligently he had worked as a Lao Patriotic Front cadre.

The period of probation extends from six months for candidates from the
lower classes to nine months for those of the middle class, and up to three years
for certain members of royalty or wealthy families (though, according to our
source, this period could be shortened by the party hierarchy). During the trial
period, the candidate receives political training and must participate in self-criti-
cism sessions regularly. When finally approved for admission, the candidate is
admitted to full membership at an initiation ceremony.

The leadership of the Pathet Lao movement, as we have pointed out, has been
dominated from the outset by lowland Lao. At least since 1962, perhaps earlier,
the PPL leadership has made a special effort to increase its membership among
the highland minorities. Directing this effort within the organization and
membership staff of the PPL are three separate sections: one for Lao Soung
affairs (Meo, Yao), another for Lao Theung affairs, and a third for Lao Loum
affairs. Certain exceptions to party regulations were made for ethnic minorities,
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such as relaxation of the prohibition of marriage before the age of thirty. In
addition, the PPL made a special effort to see that the minority party members
could obtain their native food and clothing, even if this might create some
hardship among the majority Lao membership. In response to complaints by
minority leaders about lack of opportunity for their children to study abroad,
preference was reportedly given for scholarships to the children of minority
candidates for study in the Soviet Union, Communist China, and other
Communist countries. .

A notation in the aforementioned North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook,
apparently referring to late 1967 when these political figures were recorded,
gives the following ethnic breakdown for party members: Lao Theung, 60.02
percent; Lao Loum, 36.7 percent; and Lao Soung, 3.08 percent. These figures, if
accurate, would demonstrate that PPL leaders assign importance to building
their party base among the ethnic minorities. Since the PL zone is populated by
only 20 percent lowland Lao, these statistics are credible. Such 2 party
composition would suggest that in the future, when the new party recruits gain
seniority, there will be greater representation of ethnic minorities in the top PPL
leadership now dominated by lowland Lao.

Training

Training is an important part of the formation of a reliable party cadre. Members
and candidate members are given special training and self-criticism sessions.
Higher-level cadres generally instruct lower-level cadres, though there is also a
certain amount of instruction among members of the same group.

A frequently used method is for the teacher to dictate a series of questions,
followed by their answers. Much of the. literature we gathered in the field
consists of such question-and-answer materials. For example, one training
document that has turned up in various Pathet Lao areas of Laos contains twelve
basic questions and answers about the party. These questions include: Why do
we say that our party alone will lead the people to a successful revolution? What
is the objective of the struggle of our party? What is the doctrine of our party?
Our discussion above of party doctrine provides an insight into the answers that
members are expected to learn, if not memorize. Members, even of equal rank,
can pose these questions to each other and check the answers from their
notebooks. The method clearly stresses the inculcation of a set of party
principles and the formation of a reliable “revolutionary” frame of mind. '

An important segment of the training sessions is devoted to internal party
matters, such as the instruction for organizing effective party units at each
echelon. Some sessions deal with the fulfillment of particular tasks, such as the
measures for consolidating a newly “liberated” area. Other lessons are addressed
to special problems. For example, a PPL document written in 1967, found in
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Xieng Khouang Province, was devoted to “countering the psychological warfare
of the enemy,” explaining what party members should do to deal with
propaganda aimed at the local population. Simple political lessons are often
contained in the the training documents, with instructions that party members
teach these lessons to the people.?®

A graduate of the Kommadam Officers School who attended from January 1
to April 1, 1963, with 300 other students, reported that he and others received a
special seven-day course devoted exclusively to a study of the history, regula-
tions, and organization of the People’s Party of Laos. Because of the party’s
semisecrecy, it is not clear whether all students or only specially selected ones
were present at these sessions. Khamtay Siphandone, supreme commander of the
Lao People’s Liberation Army, gave the opening lecture devoted to the history
of the party; its organization, rules, and regulations; and Marxism-Leninism.
Following his lecture, the students were divided into groups of six or seven, from
each of which the best qualified person was selected as group leader. For each
subsequent morning and afternoon session, the group leader would pick up a list
of questions based on some aspect of Khamtay’s lecture. As a few political
instructors passed from group to group to monitor the performance, these
questions would be posed to each member of the small group until it was clear
that all had learned the answers. On the final day of instruction, Khamtay gave a
lecture to the entire class, and books were distributed to each student upon
graduation.?®

Discipline, Rewards, and Punishment

Like most Communist parties in their early stages, the PPL places great emphasis
upon proper ‘“‘revolutionary” behavior. Although to the outsider the exhorta-
tions in the PPL training documents appear as platitudinous demands for virtue,
they seem concrete to the indoctrinated. The former candidate member of the
PPL whom we quoted above reviewed some of the more important regulations
for members:

Be honest in party matters . .. defend the party against all threats ... do not
betray the confidence of the people ... place party interests above personal
ones . .. keep party secrets at all cost ... be faithful to the party ... do not
cause internal party strife ... work constantly for self-improvement ... set a
good example for the common people. . . .

Frequent self-criticism meetings are scheduled to review the behavior of party
members. Party leaders at every echelon are reminded to praise publicly those
cadres who perform well, and although those who do not live up to party
standards must be admonished, they must be helped, too. Though many of our
interviewees complained of boredom at the frequent criticism sessions, they aiso
admitted that these sessions were a useful device in guiding behavior.
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The party dispenses a series of formal awards ta outstanding members.
The First Victory Medal is the highest award, followed by the Second
and Third Victory Medals. Special letters of commendation are sent by
the Secretary-General Kaysone to specially deserving party members. Hero-
ism in battle for party members in the military is recognized by the
Lenin award.

Party members are expected to make certain personal sacrifices. Com-
munist puritanism has been introduced, which clashes with the natural
Lao gaiety and love for the pleasures of life. Party members are to discourage
the people’s inclination for frequent festivals (‘‘bouns”), celebrations, lavish
marriages, and funerals. Party members should not drink or gamble, nor dally
with the girls—delights a young Lao does not easily shun. As pointed out
above, lowland Lao party members are prohibited from marrying before the
age of thirty, a hardship for many.

A party member may be accused of misbehavior by any other member. In
such a case, investigation is made by his immediate party organization and a
vote is taken to levy the proper punishment, which may include suspension or
expulsion from the party. In the event of infractions by higher-level cadres,
the Internal Defense Organization makes an investigation.

Size and Organization

In the absence of published figures about its composition, it is not possible to
make an authoritative statement about the PPL’s size. However, from several
sources we have located similar estimates of the party’s number. A PPL
document dated 1965, captured at Xieng Khouang Ville in April 1969, gave PPL
total membership as approximately 12,000. A former PPL member captured in
August 1969 estimated that in 1965 PPL had 11,000 members, including
probationary and permanent members in military and civilian organizations. The
notebook of the North Vietnamese economic cadre mentioned above, apparent-
v referring to early 1968, put party size at 14,000. Using one million as an
estimate of the PL zone population and 14,000 as PPL membership, 1.4 percent
of the population would be party members. (This compares with 5.77 percent of
the Soviet population who were full members of the Communist party in 1969.)

We find constant emphasis in PPL communications, similar to the exhorta-
tions in People’s Revolutionary party documents in South Vietnam, to expand
the ranks of the party.>? A Xieng Khouang party committee document, dated
July 29, 1965, urges enlargement of the party. A document discovered in
November 1965 in another Pl-controlled area (Nong Khang) points out,
however, that although expansion is the most important party activity, a strong
party depends not only on quantity but on quality as well. A speech by the
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Xieng Khouang party secretary on March 22, 1969, revealed that 1969 was the
second year of a three-year plan for the entire PL zone which emphasized
expansion of the party as one of three major tasks.®

The PPL has at least a skeletal organization in most if not all provinces. That
organization is portrayed in Figures 2-1 and 2-2. Following the general
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Figure 2-1. The Organization of the People’s Party of Laos

€The second was the launching of a vigorous dry-season military operations plan, which was
achieved; and the third was implementation of certain economic measures such as the
distnbution of a new PL currency, the “liberation Kip™ notes, which was carried out.
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Communist practice, the National Congress, which is supposed. to meet annually,
is presumed to be the highest governing body of the PPL. In fact, the Central
Committee exercises the actual control over the party. Members of the Central
Committee are normally selected for a six-year term, by secret ballot of all party
members. The first election was held in 1956; the second did not take place until
1964. In September 1968, the Central Committee of the PPL was composed of
the following members (only eleven positions, instead of the authorized fifteen,
were filled).

Kaysone Phomvihan Secretary-General

Nouhak Phongsavan Deputy Secretary-General

Prince Souphanouvong First Committee Member (and
Chairman of NLHS)

Phoumi Vongvichit Foreign Affairs

Sisomphone PPL Organization and Membership

Samseun PPL Internal Security

Sanan

General Khamtay Siphandone Supreme Commander, PL Forces

General Sisavat Chief of Staff

General Saman Chief of Staff, Political Affairs

Khamsouk First Secretary, South Laos

In addition to cadres assigned to work for the Central Committee members, the
Central Committee has a separate staff organization directed by Sisomphone,
which includes organization and membership; governmental administration;
information, training and liaison; economic and finance; NLHS affairs; radio
broadcasting; and medicine. The military committee staff is further subdivided
into military affairs, political affairs, supply, and finance. The PPL has a liaison
office in Hanoi, referred to as Office 98.

As Figure 2-2 shows, there is a district headquarters below each province and
at the base of the hierarchy is the canton. At each echelon there is a central
committee served by a secretariat. The regional and provincial levels of the
central committee are served by six sections: NLHS affairs, governmental
administration, organization and membership, propaganda and training, eco-
nomic and finance, and military affairs. At the lower levels there are no special
sections for organization and membership or for propaganda and training.

It is clear that this framework of party activity follows the Vietnamese
Communist model. It should be repeated that the NLHS, like the National
Liberation Front of South Vietnam (NLSVN), is presented to public view as the
governing authority, but the party (like the People’s Revolutionary party in
South Vietnam) exercises the policy-making authority. It is interesting, too, that
the military is subordinate to party control at each echelon of the hierarchy
although, as the chart shows, the military has its own lines of authority to
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superior echelons. Emphasis upon political guidance of the military is also
evident from the fact that in each military committee there is not only a
commander for military affairs but one for political affairs as well (a fuller
discussion of the Lao People’s Liberation Army (LPLA) organization is in
Chapter 4).

The PPL has an Internal Defense Organization whose chief, Samseun, reports
only to Kaysone. Membership in this organization is secret; it investigates

_activities of PPL members, operating as a control device to maintain party
probity and discipline.

In recent years the National Congress of the PPL has met in October (at the
beginning of the dry season) with an estimated 300 to 400 persons normally in
attendance, including a civilian and a military delegation from each province.
Generally members of the central committee for each region and province attend
the National Congress, with at least one of the members remaining behind to
manage party affairs. Because of the danger from air strikes, the general session
has been held in a large cave (50 meters long, 30 meters wide, 20 meters high)
that served as a party headquarters at other times. The cave has a floor paved
with concrete, lights, a public address system provided by its own generator, and
the capacity to seat the entire audience.

Sometime prior to the National Congress session, reports are compiled
throughout the party organization summarizing the past year’s activities. At the
general session, each delegation is called upon to report on the successes and
failures in its jurisdiction during the year and to listen to the party’s plan for the
coming year. These reports are presented during the first two or three days of
the session, following the opening speech by Kaysone the Party Secretary-
General or Nouhak the Deputy Secretary-General. A discussion of these reports
is held during the next two to four days, followed by presentation of the party’s
general report, usually by Kaysone. Khamtay Siphandone, supreme commander
of the LPLA, then reports on military affairs. After four days devoted to the
reports of Kaysone and Khamtay, a two-week adjournment of the general
session normally follows. The delegates are then organized, at random, into
groups of approximately 10 persons each for self-criticism sessions and to discuss
successes and failures, strengths and weaknesses, during the past year. A leader
of each group is then required to report the results to the director of the
congress.

Following the self-criticism sessions, the general session reconvenes to listen
to the party’s general plan for the coming year, to ask questions about it, and to
discuss it. After adjournment of the congress, some delegates take vacations,
ranging from a week to a month, usually either in Sam Neua or Hanoi. In the
past, the Soviet Union has offered fifteen-day paid vacations for fifteen party
members and the Chinese Communists have provided one-month vacations for
twenty members, all chosen by the party secretary-general or his deputy. The
vacationers traveled by car to Hanoi, then by air to either the Soviet Union or
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China. Most delegates, it appears, preferred to go to the Soviet Union because it
was more modern than China.

A process similar to that conducted at the National Congress is apparently
repeated throughout the year at each echelon of the party. A document dated
1965 reveals this and shows instructions to lower echelons on procedures for
holding general meetings, electing executive committees, and reviewing party
activities. An excerpt with instructions for organizing a party congress reveals
the central concerns of the provincial party committee:

Report on the results of the past year’s work, such as the building of local
guerrilla forces, defending the villages and districts against enemy actions, the
building of foundations and administrative organizations of the canton and the
village, maintaining of the peace, the increase in production to better the living
standard of the people, the improvement of the educational, cultural, and social
level, the carrying out of the tribal policy (unification), and the improvement of
the Party and its cadres.

The significance of the party cadres in a country as poorly developed as Laos
is obvious. It is not surprising, therefore, that PPL Secretary-General Kaysone in
the previously cited article of October 1970 referred to the “‘tested contingent
of Party cadres and members” as a major asset of the Lao revolution.?®

The North Vietnamese and the PPL

We have shown the critical role of the North Vietnamese in the PPL’s historical
development of the People’s Party of Laos. There is recent evidence that Hanoi’s
support for its growth and improvement continues.>® The North Vietnamese
assign cadres to serve as PPL advisers down through the district (muong) level of
the PPL. For example, according to a North Vietnamese document left behind
after the Royal Lao Government attack on the Plain of Jars during 1969, five
North Vietnamese advisers were assigned to the Xieng Khouang provincial
committee and eleven additional political advisers were assigned to the provincial
government.*® But even North Vietnamese cadres whose principal assignment is
not with the party but is with, say, military or economic units, are required to
devote close attention to developing the PPL cells in their jurisdiction since, as
we have pointed out, DRV doctrine assigns top priority to the creation of a
strong party.

An entry in the North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook suggests that the
North Vietnamese assistance program was the subject of a formal Lao Dong

flt is interesting that this document, which was handwritten in Lao, was also found in
typewritten form in the Vietnamese language, suggesting that the guidance for these party
orders came from a Vietnamese adviser who dictated, or had translated, these Vietnamese
instructions into Lao.
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party resolution in 1955, amended on June 10, 1967.8 Assistance provided by
the North Vietnamese advisers runs the gamut of party activities, as revealed by
the North Vietnamese’s notebook. North Vietnamese cadres in Laos are taught
to assist in selecting dynamic and aggressive cadres to strengthen the party
organization, the administration, the guerrillas, and the youths’ and women’s
forces. Recruitment should be particularly active among poor farmers and
workers “who are constantly oppressed.” North Vietnamese cadres must help to
set up training programs, especially for those cadres who operate at the village
level. They are instructed to give more attention to the development of PPL
village chapters—the instructions call for the establishment of “four-knowledge”
party chapters whose members should be indoctrinated to improve “‘their
ideological knowledge and fighting spirit, and to eliminate their fear of death
and sacrifice, their reliance on superiors, and their love of leisure.” (It appears
that four-knowledge party chapters are a DRV party organizational campaign
technique.) Instructions are provided that more party cells must be organized
among village guerrillas. Help must be provided in dealing with routine party
business, developing improved staff techniques, and scheduling regular con-
gresses.

Our evidence gives us some insights into North Vietnamese judgments of the
PPL’s competence. Regarding the quality of PPL members, the cadre’s note-
book, assessing the period from 1960 to 1967, states that “only 25 percent
display a good sense, 30 percent display a fair sense, and 45 percent display too
poor a sense of leadership.” Further, it notes that “a large number of Party
members still display a poor fighting spirit.”” In fighting two wars, first against
the French and now against the Americans, “a large number of Party members
have become discouraged.” The cause of this discouragement is attributed, in
characteristic Vietnamese Communist fashion, to the “weak political awareness”
of party members. Further, in commenting upon the weakness in all cadres,
party and others, the notebook points out that there are still too few cadres
drawn from the exploited classes, the minority groups, youths, and women.
Most cadres are too old, lack specialized skills, have little knowledge of
economics, and suffer from poor educational and political backgrounds. Com-
menting upon a PPL policy weakness, the notebook states that military activities
have been given precedence, unwisely, over political activities. An organizational
shortcoming has been the emphasis placed upon improving party central
headquarters while neglecting the creation of local party chapters.

Former Captain Mai Dai Hap (B-9). pointing out the PPL shortcomings from
his vantage point as a military adviser to an LPLA battalion from 1964 to 1966,
said that party cells in his battalion were not at full strength, when compared
with those of the North Vietnamese. Whereas an NV A battalion with a normal
complement of 500 men would have a party organization of from 70 to 80
members, the LPLA battalion, he advised, which had 300 to 350 men, had a PPL
organization of only 14. An NVA company, with 100 to 120 men, would have

8Since Lao Dong resolutions are secret, we could find no further information about the
resolution or the amendment.
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20 to 30 party members; the companies in his battalion, each of 70 to 90 men,
had PPL cells of only 3 or 4 each. An NVA platoon with 30 men would have 7
to 10 party members; the platoons in his battalion had only 0 to 3 members
each. Evaluating the reasons for this weakness, Hap said,

In the PL they lack propaganda and recruiting cadres for developing new Party
members. The higher echelons don’t give adequate guidance. The incumbent
party officers are not competent—they don’t know how to work or to supervise
their subordinates. Though there are some courageous soldiers, they don’t know
anything about how to recruit or to make party propaganda.

It is important to remind ourselves that these are judgments from North
Vietnamese sources, drawing their criteria from Lao Dong party practice. Most
observers would agree that the North Vietnamese Communists have demon-
strated a remarkable talent for political organization and their evaluations are
therefore rigorous and perhaps reflect some condescension. Moreover, the
criticisms taken from the North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook reflect the
constant effort by North Vietnamese advisory personnel to improve the
weaknesses in their *sister” party, thus providing continuous pressure and
guidance for strengthening the PPL.

When judged by Vietnamese Communist standards, it is little wonder that
PPL achievements appear deficient. However, by Lao standards the growth and
persistence of the PPL represent no small accomplishment. Most of the political
parties that were organized on the RLG side over the past two decades dissolved
within a few years.

We can only speculate about the fate of the PPL if one day it should no
longer continue to receive assistance from DRV advisers. In the PPL’s favor, it
can be noted that it has grown to an estimated 10,000 to 15,000 members in the
past twenty years, and its cadres have gained considerable experience. During
this period these cadres have been training in North Vietnam and, to a lesser
extent, in China, the Soviet Union, and a few Eastern European countries. There
have been no public fissures in the party leadership. On the doubtful side, it
must be noted that Lao cultural characteristics do not lend themselves easily to
sustained political organization, and without the assistance of competent,
committed North Vietnamese advisers the PPL would have difficulties maintain-
ing cohesion and control. The party has not yet gone through a generational
change of leadership-—its founders are still in power. Other Communist parties
have shown great stress at periods of imminent, or actual, leadership succession
and the PPL may not be immune to similar conflict. The death of Lenin led to
factional struggles between Stalin and Trotsky in the Soviet Union, and in China,
as Mao Tse-tung approached his mid-seventies, intemal party cleavages were
revealed. It would not be surprising, therefore, to find splits emerging within the
PPL which could seriously damage the relatively young party.
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Concluding Observations

As we suggested at the outset, the creation of a coherent zonewide (if not

nationwide) political organization, with a membership and system of authority.

reaching from a central headquarters to the villages, represents a substantial and
unique accomplishment in a country so low on the development scale as is Laos.
The organization appears active, growing, and increasingly influential.

A number of factors contribute to making the party a cohesive instrument of
rule. The party can reward—in promotion, praise, power, and prestige—those
who serve its interests and punish those who do not. Certain rituals and
processes induce members to identify with the party. For example, party
congresses at all levels frequently bring members together, reminding them that,
though they may reflect the great diversity in Laos, they are serving a common
institution. Training teaches discipline in following party regulations. Political
indoctrination inculcates a sense of a common cause, emphasizing that all cadres
exhibit Lao patriotism, regardless of regional, tribal, or ethnic origin. Further,
the party maintains that it is leading a national liberation struggle against foreign
imperialists, first the French and now the Americans. Thus, the party has
introduced an institutionalized political interest to replace fragmented and
particularistic ones.

However, although it may have introduced a modicum of unity within the
zone it controls, the party has contributed to disunity in the country as a whole.
Identified intimately with the Vietnamese Communist party since its origin, the
PPL leadership has widened the gap between itself and the non-Communist
leadership as the Vietnam war has escalated. The institutionalization of a
Communist party leadership’ in the PL zone accentuates the differences in the
two parts of Laos, making integration even more difficult to achieve.

Because of the growing strength of the party in the PL zone, it is important
to examine the changes in leadership patterns that are likely to emerge. A new
source of future leaders has been tapped by party recruiting techniques.
Traditionally, leadership selection in Laos has rested on regional and tribal
custom, with emphasis given to age, status in the community and, particularly
among the lowland Lao, upper-class origins. By contrast, party recruitment
favors youth, lower-class origins, and certain attitudes deemed wholesome for a
Communist cadre, such as inclination *“to serve the revolution.” This gives
importance to identification with the party, not the locality. Moreover, party
recruitment seems to be vigorous among ethnic minorities, suggesting a much
more important role for them in the future. In addition, a new style of behavior
is emerging. Certain graceful qualities of the Lao personality are eroded in the
well-trained party cadre. The gentleness, desire to avoid conflict, and other-
worldliness of the Theravada Buddhist give way to the more rigid, combative
revolutionary. Gaiety and self-indulgence are chalienged by abstemiousness and
hard work. However, Lao traits and habits are not easily rubbed out. The result
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of indoctrinating a young Lao party candidate is most often not a Communist
cadre, but a Lao Communist cadre.

Of course, judgments about the quality of the PPL cadres are relative. North
Vietnamese soldiers and advisers serving in Laos, accustomed to the severity of
their own party cadres, tend to view even the well-indoctrinated Lao cadre as
somewhat lazy and frivolous. On the other hand, former PL personnel and
refugees from PL zones are impressed by the zeal and vigor of the PPL cadres.
These informants who have fled the PL system do not find the cadres
endearing—far from it. They consider them humorless, rigid, and sanctimonious
and find tedious their constant outpouring of Communist slogans. Nevertheless,
they show a grudging respect for the cadres’ dedication and probity, and they
recognize, with regret, the cadres’ ability to impose their will.

It is unlikely that the PPL would have reached its present level of develop-
ment without the inspiration and guidance of the North Vietnamese Com-
munists. Recognizing this crucial Vietnamese role, however, is not to deny that
the party has roots in Lao soil and represents an important political adversary to
the RLG. Indeed, though the non-Communist leadership have enjoyed signifi-
cant outside material support, they have not been guided toward, nor have they
achieved, the construction of any equivalent modern, nationwide political
organization. It is too early to say whether or not the PPL, despite its heavy
dependence on Vietnamese guidance, is beginning to reflect the worldwide trend
toward diversity and autonomy in the world Communist movement. One might
read such a meaning into the previously cited key article by Kaysone of October
1970 in which he refers to the need for the Lao revolutionary party to apply
principles (of revolution) “creatively.”*"






Politics and Administration

Most of what is Laos today was never under a single ruler except for brief
periods. Although cultural and ethnic ties linked the lowland Lao, certain
regions were independent principalities. Within each principality local leaders
exercised authority with little interference. French rule reinforced this pattern,
superimposing a French-directed bureaucracy composed of Vietnamese at the
second echelon and Lao generally at the third echelon. However, the colonial
administration did not penetrate many areas and the authority structure was not
much changed, particularly at the canton and village level. During the French
colonial period there was little politicization of the rural dwellers, who remained
largely unaware of any outside government or administration.

The Lao Communist authorities, with Vietnamese guidance, have introduced
fundamental changes in this familiar pattern. In the areas where they dominate
they have brought national politics to the village level and have enlarged the
scope of administration and control. Their doctrine, rooted in Vietnamese
Communist practice, stresses two political tasks: propaganda (education) and
organization. In what they designate, following Communist doctrine, as a
“national and democratic revolution™ under conditions of “people’s war,” they
seek not simply passive acceptance or obedience from the population but active
participation.

Besides being doctrinally committed to the politics of participation the Lao
Communists place heavy demands upon the population of their zone. First, they
need young men to serve in their military forces. Second, they need resources,
meaning taxes, generally in the form of rice or other food. Third, they need
work to support their system, generally corvée labor to perform porterage duty,
road-building, and similar tasks. To fulfill these requirements, considering their
underdevelopment they have erected a rather complicated political and adminis-
trative structure, which we shall describe.

Any discussion of the Pathet Lao political and administrative organization
must be made, of course, within the context of the environmental and cultural
conditions of Laos. We have discussed the regional diversity and ethnic
complexity of the country and have alluded to its primitive economic and social
condition. There is much truth in the remark that “Laos is more a geographic
expression than a nation.” In controlling territory that is the more backward and
heterogeneous of divided Laos, the Pathet Lao authorities face an even greater
challenge than did their Royal Lao Government adversaries.

Since cultural factors are particularly important to politics and administra-
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tion, it may be worthwhile to comment briefly upon certain characteristics of
Laos. Laos has been described as a loosely structured society whose people are
tolerant and permissive. Those who travel from Vietnam find the Lao more gay
and carefree, giving more time to distraction and laughter than do the
Vietnamese. Village festivals (“bouns™) and “bacis”—a joyful ceremony to
celebrate important family occasions—are frequent. The description of the
ethnic minorities of Laos, found in the North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook, as
“natural, joyful, warm, simple-mannered, and honest” is a familiar one. Tradi-
tional Lao social relations in Laos seemed aimed at avoiding conflict, and the
typical Lao will shun unpleasant confrontations.

The Lao seem less committed to seeking material achievement than are their
Vietnamese neighbors. Their manner is more easy-going, making them appear
more inclined to relax than to strive, to coast rather than to drive. They do not
display assiduous work habits, which led the French colonial rulers and
Vietnamese to regard them as indolent. This view is reflected in the novels of a
French writer, Hougron, whose books are set in colonial Indochina. In one, he
has a Eurasian (French-Vietnamese) rubber plantation foreman give the follow-
ing formula of work output for the Indochinese peoples: one Tonkinese = five
Annamese = ten Cochinchinese = fifteen Cambodians = twenty-five Lao.

These observations are not meant to demean Lao cultural traits. On the
contrary, the Lao show delightful and admirable qualities of warmth, easy
hospitality, and friendliness. There seems to be a harmony to life in Laos; strife
has been low and tolerance for deviance high. Thus, it has been possible for great
diversity to persist without meeting strong demands for conformity.

Laos has not experienced intense economic and social pressures that have
contributed, in other Asian countries, to political activism. Aspirations have not
outpaced acquisition, as they have in much of the Third World. Sparsely
inhabited for its expansive land area, Laos has not had great population pressure.
Rural areas were little affected by French presence, and even in the cities the
French impact—compared with that of Vietnam—was slight. As a consequence,
Lao nationalism did not reach the intensity or fervor of Vietnam’s. There was no
serious Jand alienation in Laos. It should be clear that the PL leaders have not
responded to widespread mass appeal for liberation or improvement. Rather, in
this relatively “soft” political and social environment PL leaders are attempting
to inspire a revolutionary commitment.

The PL leaders have set as their ambitious task the creation of a new society.
They have slim resources—both human and material—to accomplish this task.
Their commitment to the politics of participation is a radical change from
traditional practice.

As they build a new society, the PL authorities, guided by Vietnamese
mentors, are attempting to alter some of the Lao cultural traits and practices we
have described. They discourage as wasteful and expensive the frequent “bouns”
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and ‘*‘bacis.” Their aim is to replace the easy tolerance of deviant behavior and
relaxed attitude toward work with new revolutionary standards of morality and
behavior. They are attempting to abolish primitive practices and superstition,
such as propitiation of the “phi”’—the malevolent and benevolent spirits
inhabiting the countryside which influence one’s life.

During most of the past quarter of a century the PL have been engaged in an
armed struggle. The years since 1964 have been the most onerous, since the PL
have been subjected to powerful U.S. air bombardments. Party, front, and
government headquarters are located in caves, and leaders as well as followers
must adjust to the bombing. In areas subject to frequent attacks, particularly
those where PL and North Vietnam troops are located, work in the fields and
other tasks are carried out at times of least danger, particularly at dawn and
dusk, and people live in caves or dugouts. Some towns—Khang Khay, Xieng
Khouang, Phong Savan, to mention a few—have been completely leveled.

These wartime conditions have placed heavy burdens upon the political and
administrative systems. While certain factors we have mentioned inhibit revolu-
tionary change, among them the low iniensity of nationalism, the absence of
land hunger or population pressure, and the low level of “rising expectations,”
the state-of-siege environment creates conditions favoring radical change. The
great mobility caused by the danger of bombardment, and the dependence of
the population upon the government for security and guidance, have tended to
tear out traditional roots and make the population more susceptible to new
ideas, values, and practices. A cohesive political leadership, committed to
purposeful change, has certain advantages for carrying out its aims.

Politics: The Front

The front (NLHS, Neo Lao Hak Sat, or Lao Patriotic Front) is the most
important open political organization of Lao Communist rule. It serves as the
principal mass-mobilizing instrument and transmission belt of the People’s Party
of Laos (referred to as the PPL or simply the party), which is the policy-making
organ. While the party is limited to a relatively small number of carefully
selected members, the front is a broad organization which, in the words of a PPL
document (LBN-10), “is composed of all progressive persons who wish to resist
the imperialists and their lackeys.” At the same time, the front is the
coordinator for more specialized mass organizations or, as its Secretary-General
Phoumi Vongvichit described it in an interview with a German newspaper, “the
NLHS is a political organization which unites several anti-imperialist organiza-
tions of the people.”! Describing the relationship of the open front to the
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clandestine party, one former PL officer used the analogy of a tree: *““the Front
would be the bark, and the Party its core.”?

A party training document (LP-24), in typical question-and-answer form,
compares the front with the party:

What is the difference between the People’s Party of Laos and the Front?

The PPL is the leading force for revolution. The Party has been systematically
organized on a strong basis with good discipline. Members are patriotic Lao who
are more active and progressive than others. They show determination to fight
persistently, and are loyal to the interests of the nation and the people. Our
Party, which abides by Marxism-Leninism, is the supreme organization. It has
the correct strategy and tactics to struggle for the rights of the poor who are
victims of oppression. Through this struggle our country will attain independence
and unity.

The Neo Lao Hak Sat is not a party. It is a broad organization that aims at
promoting harmonious struggle of the Lao people of all ethnic groups, all classes,
all religions, both sexes, and all progressive people against the imperialists and
their lackeys. The Front works for the unity of the entire nation, inducing the
Lao people to follow the policy of our Party. Our Party plays an important role
in all activities of the Neo Lao Hak Sat. However, since the existence of our
party is still secret, we camouflage ourselves within the Neo Lao Hak Sat. . ..

The NLHS front, like the National Liberation front in South Vietnam, does not
advertise its Communist connections but rather presents itself as a nationalist
organization.” An East German author who visited Prince Souphanouvong in the
summer of 1958, probably in Vientiane, writes that the prince said to him, “We
aren’t a Communist Party, as people often assert, but supporters of the national
liberation movement which abroad is called Pathet Lao.” The author states that
Souvanna Phouma told him that the NLHS protests against being described as a
Communist party, but that its basic ideas and methods are identical to one.
Phoumi Vongvichit is quoted in response as saying that “everyone who opposes
American domination is labelled a ‘Communist.’ *

The Pathet Lao front policy follows the Vietnamese Communist doctrine,
referred to as the “strategy of [temporary] alliances by stage” (sach luoc dong
minh giai doan). This doctrine posits leadership of the revolution by a vanguard
of workers and peasants, who must attract the less reliable revolutionary
elements such as intellectuals, urban students, bourgeoisie, and middle and rich
peasants. However, the “class line” must not be abandoned—either by errors of
the right or by errors of the left—and once the revolution is victorious, the
vanguard must move to the succeeding stage, the consolidation of a “people’s
democracy.” 4
mw itself into a political party to contest the RLG electionsin 1958.
Hence, both the PPL and the NLHS are often referred to in PL documents as ‘‘party”
{phak), which has created confusion for some analysts. Soviet interpretations of Lao affairs

which we have examined regularly refer to the front as a “party.” We have used the term
“front” to refer to the NLHS organization, and “party” to refer only to the PPL.
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In line with this front strategy, the leadership of the Lao revolution is said to
be in the hands of a worker-peasant alliance whose duty it is to attract into the
NLHS all “progressive people” who are willing to fight against the imperialists.
The North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook referred to in the preceding chapter
shows that the front strategy defines three political forces in Laos: *‘the
anti-American, the patriotic neutralist, and the anti-revolutionary force.”
Workers and peasants constitute the anti-American force; feudalists and upper
bourgeoisie, with some exceptions, form the antirevolutionary force; a variety of
“patriotic Lao” such as intellectuals, students, and national bourgeoisie make up
the patriotic neutralist force. The leadership of the revolution, composed of the
anti-American force, “should be flexible in order to attract the neutralist force.”
Once the revolution has succeeded, the leadership must *“‘then move toward the
emancipation of the people and the establishment of a people’s democracy.”

Since the front, as an institution, has adapted to a variety of political
circumstances during its two decades of existence, and is a vital element in the
administration and control of the zone, we shall briefly discuss some of the
major events in Laos which have affected its development.

History of the Front

The First Resistance Congress of Laos was organized by Prince Souphanouvong
and other Pathet Lao leaders with Viet Minh encouragement to carry on the
struggle against the French in Laos after the dissolution of the Lao Issara in
1949. This congress proclaimed the establishment of the Neo Lao Issara, or Lao
Freedom Front, on August 13, 1950. A “Resistance Government,” which had
overlapping membership with the front, was also established by this congress.
The front and resistance government worked closely with the Viet Minh,
operating from a headquarters at Tuyen Quang in North Vietnam, until the
successful Viet Minh offensive in eastern Laos in 1953 permitted them to
establish a base in Laos itself, in the border province of Sam Neua. They
extended their influence in that province as well as in Phong Saly, the province
that juts into South China and also borders on North Vietnam. The Geneva
Conference of 1954 called for the establishment of regroupment areas of Viet
Minh and Pathet Lao troops into bases within these two provinces, and directed
that Pathet Lao authorities could exercise temporary administration in these
areas until the Pathet Lao and Vientiane authorities would agree upon the terms
of integration of Pathet Lao personnel into the Royal Lao Government. PL
authorities interpreted the decision as meaning that they had control over the
entire two provinces, and acted accordingly.® Thus, the front’s influence in this
eastern region of Laos was more firmly planted by 1956, when a tentative
agreement was signed.

The agreement for integration of the Pathet Lao organization into a unified
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government of Laos called for a partial election to the National Assembly, to be
held in 1958, in which the Neo Lao Issara were entitled to run candidates.
Responding to the new situation, the front transformed itself into a political
party, recognized by the Royal Lao Government, to compete for electoral
support within a unified political system. Ever since, the front has enjoyed the
official status of a political party on the Lao political scene.

Several changes in the organization of the front marked this transformation
into a legal political party. On January 6, 1956, at what was termed its First
Congress, the front’s name was changed from Neo Lao Issara to Neo Lao Hak
Sat (NLHS),b or Lao Patriotic Front. Its Central Committee was expanded from
twenty to forty members.® The larger membership of the Central Committee
reflected the growth of the front since the first committee was named.
Moreover, in preparing for the electoral contest, it made sense to present the
new party as an even more broadly based representative of ethnic, tribal,
regional, and occupational groups, as well as to reward certain supporters with a
mark of distinction as Central Committee members. While such a large commit-
tee appeared cumbersome, in fact relatively few veteran leaders, largely PPL
members, held the decision-making power within the smaller Executive Commit-
tee (sometimes referred to as the Standing Committee). The congress also
adopted a new set of statutes for the front.” A program setting forth the NLHS
political platform committed it to improvement of the economic situation,
standard of living, and education of the people. Appealing to the traditional
symbols of legitimacy in Laos, it called for protection of the throne and the
Buddhist religion as well as the constitution. Its foreign policy favored a
government of neutrality which would *“proceed toward cultural and economic
exchanges” with all countries.

In May 1958, the NLHS party scored a striking success in its first election
with the RLG. Of the twenty-one seats available, the NLHS contested ten seats
and won nine, and its ally, the Santiphab (Peace and Freedom) party, won four.
Among the victorious NLHS candidates were: Souphanouvong, Phoumi Vong-
vichit, Nouhak Phongsavan, Sithon Kommadam, Phoun Sipraseut, Khamphay
Boupa, Khampeng Boupha, and Sisana Sisane. Following the election, the newly
elected NLHS National Assemblymen took their seats in Vientiane.

The NLHS electoral victory set off anxiety as well as activity among
anti-NLHS political forces. A new right-wing government under Phoui Sanani-
kone came to power in August 1958, along with a new American-supported
political party, the CDNI, both hostile to NLHS integration in the government.?
The deadlock over the modalities of integration of two PL battalions into the
Forces Armées Royales (FAR) exacerbated the tensions. Right-wing groups,
particularly police and military authorities, exerted a variety of pressures, some

bOfficial Lao Communist sources spell the term Neo Lao Haksat. However, some Soviet
sources use our preferred spelling that more accurately reflects the several elements entering
into the term.
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of which are mentioned below, upon the NLHS representatives in Vientiane.
Anxiety spread among the NLHS leaders, and they ceased to hold any large
meetings. Even smaller meetings were not scheduled on fixed dates.

At a small NLHS meeting in April 1959, an appraisal by Nouhak, at that time
an Assemblyman from Sam Neua, suggests how the NLHS leaders saw conditions
in Vientiane. He was disturbed by the growing ties between the RLG and the
SEATO powers and especially by the arrival of American and Filipino tech-
nicians and the mounting supply of American war material. NLHS opposition to
these ties, he stated, had stirred the wrath of corrupt RLG politicians who were
profiting from this outside aid. NLHS leaders were being subjected to all sorts of
intimidation, even arrests and murder. Pressure was being applied to NLHS
members to resign from the party. Their newspaper, the Lao Hak Sat, was
frequently threatened. The RLG was spreading false information that the NLHS
opposed religion and the monarchy and that it was a slave of its Communist-bloc
allies.

Nouhak evaluated both NLHS and governmental weaknesses. Factionalism,
particularly the rivalry between the military strongman Phoumi Nosavan and his
opponents, weakened the government. Corruption was rife in the army, the
police, and the governmental bureaucracy, and discipline in all three was
abominable. The United States, aware of the incompetence of its client, was
inclined to act directly within Laos, making the RLG wvulnerable to NLHS
charges of American domination which repelled the Lao people who did not
wish to become an American colony. As for NLHS weaknesses, Nouhak
admitted that popular discontent had not brought people into the NLHS camp
but had left them noncommittal. Too many cadres were consumed with personal
interests and were not active enough in party work. The sense of camaraderie
which had existed in the bush had declined, he said, and there was no longer the
same brotherly sharing of the rich with the poor.

Whatever its political strategy might have called for, the NLHS was forced to
abandon its participation in the RLG in mid-1959, following two events. First,
in May, after continual disagreement about the terms of integration of the two
PL battalions, FAR troops surrounded and attempted to disarm them. One
entire battalion and part of the other escaped to a PL-controlled zone in the
east, and subsequently to North Vietnam. Second, RLG authorities imprisoned
sixteen NLHS leaders, including the elected Assemblymen, and charged them
with treason.” Hostilities erupted in July 1959 between governmental and
Communist (inciuding NVA) forces and continued intermittently until 1962.

In May 1960, the imprisoned NLHS leaders managed to escape to their home
base. Soon afterward, in July 1960, a new “independent government” for Laos
was announced, which included:

Prime Minister and Minister of the
Interior , Souphanouvong
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Minister of Foreign Affairs Phoumi Vongvichit
Minister of Defense Kaysone Phomvihan
Deputy Minister of Defense Sithon Kommadam
Minister of Agriculture Nouhak Phongsavan
Minister of Information Sisana Sisane

Minister of Labor Singkapo Chounramany
Minister of Culture A Souk Vongsak

The front transformed itself once again from a legal political party working
within the RLG to a revolutionary organization fighting the government. The
front’s role was now to provide the open political leadership, while the
semisecret PPL provided the basic control, for winning over territory and people
from the RLG. With the cessation of fighting and the conclusion of the Geneva
Agreements in 1962, the NLHS, with North Vietnamese assistance, had spread
its domnination to at least half the territory of Laos.

The establishment of the tripartite government in Laos in 1962 returned the
NLHS once again to participation in a “unified” government. However, though
Prince Souphanouvong served as deputy prime minister and Phoumi Vongvichit
was a minister in the tripartite government, the NLHS front and its government
continued to exercise authority in the areas that the Communist armed forces
controlled. During the short period of NLHS participation with the RLG there
were no elections for the NLHS to contest. By 1963, relations were once again
strained and the NLHS leaders, claiming they had insufficient personal security,
quit Vientiane for the NLHS-controlled regions and have not returned.

Since the departure of the NLHS leaders from the Vientiane government, the
front has held a second congress in 1964 and a third congress in 1968, both
reiterating the hard line adopted in 1963. Expressing itself in a combative mood,
the second congress vowed *to struggle against the U.S. imperialists and their
followers—the traitors.” However, it did not claim to be the sole legitimate
government and its ten-point program adopted in 1964 still propagated the
therle of national unity, calling for a “correct” implementation of the Geneva
Agreements and the other accords reached by the three Lao parties. It insisted
upon genuine independence for Laos, demanding an end to American *“encroach-
ment,” the establishment of diplomatic relations with “various countries on
equal footing,” and delivery of aid from all countries without strings.'® Once
again, while its core leadership remained the same, the Central Committee was
enlarged, this time from forty to sixty members, a measure granting recognition
to new leaders in the enlarged population and area controlied by the NLHS.'!

By the opening of the third congress in November 1968, the gap between the
NLHS and RLG had widened. According to its official news agency, the NLHS
congress opened in an “atmosphere filled with enthusiasm and joy over the
victorious struggle against the U.S. imperialist aggressors and their hench-
men.”'? Much of the twelve-point program it adopted followed the same lines
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as the earlier ten-point program.’? However, special atfention was paid to the
“Patriotic Neutralist Forces,” the splinter group of erstwhile Kong Le neutralists
who had allied themselves with the Pathet Lao. Their leader, Khamsouk Keola,
was quoted as having voiced “full support” for the new program and determina-
tion “to strengthen the alliance and militant cooperation” between the NLHS
and neutralist forces. Also, another new theme since the last congress was the
statement that the problems of Laos must be settled by the Lao themselves “*on
the basis of the 1962 Geneva Agreements and in conformity with the current
realities.” The United States must stop its bombing in Laos as a precondition for
preliminary negotiations among “the Lao themselves.”

“Current realities,” a theme propounded frequently after the congress,
suggested that NLHS gains since tiie 1962 Geneva Agreements in territory and
population control, as well as in political strength, must be recognized. This
stress on the need for reopening “the current realities of the situation™ taken
together with the inflation of the importance of the “patriotic neutralists™ at the
congress and the denunciation of the neutralists of Prime Minister Souvanna
Phouma, indicated an intention of NLHS authorities to claim a larger political
role by demanding a share in the coalition government for “their” neutralists.
{Although no announcements to this effect were made at the third congress, it is
possible that changes were made in the NLHS Central Committee, as in former
congresses.)

An important new five-point proposal setting forth the PL’s principal peace
demands was issued on March 6, 1970 and remained the basis of the PL
negotiating position through early 1973, as a cease-fire settlement approached.*
Following previous statements, the proposal demanded a cessation of American
intervention in Laos, and called for a return to the 1962 Geneva agrecment. It
reaffirmed respect for the throne, and called for general elections to the National
Assembly and the establishment of a democratic government of national
coalition. The PL’s most significant difference with its RLG adversary was over
the composition of the government that both agreed should be constituted after
a cease-fire. The PL maintained that the tripartite government of national union
that had been established by the Geneva Accord of 1962 was dissolved at the
time of the abortive coup by Generals Phoumi Nosavan and Siho in 1964, which
was followed by a series of cabinet reshuffles. Since then, the PL contended,
Souvanna Phouma and his former neutralist colleagues have merged with and
become the right and must now be considered simply the *‘Vientiane party.”
The center is now constituted, they claimed, by the “Patriotic Neutralists,” who
are allied with the Pathet Lao. However, the PL position paper left open
consideration of additional appointees to the center, of “intellectuals and
personalities advocating peace, neutrality, and independence.” In addition to a
new government, the PL proposal called for the formation of a “political
consultative council” (PCC), obviously copying the institution that was to be
established in South Vietnam, following the signing of the Paris Agreement on

¢See Appendix E for the text of this five-point peace proposal.
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January 27, 1973. Although the role of the PCC appeared unclear, it was called
the highest expression of national unity. The PCC would be formed through
consultations and would control and supervise implementation of all agreements
among the Lao parties with the assistance of the International Control Commis-
sion under terms of the 1962 Geneva Accord. The new government would
conduct foreign relations, maintain peace, implement agreement among the
parties, receive and distribute foreign aid, and in coordination with the PCC,
prepare for elections to the new National Assembly to form a permanent
coalition government.

Administration: The Front and the Government

There is a dual system of government and administration at each echelon of
authority in the Pathet Lao zone. One line runs from the central headquarters of
the front and the other from the central government. The front (termed the neo)
acts as the NLHS public -spokesman, sends delegations abroad and receives
foreign representatives, directs internal political programs such as the mass-
mobilizing activities, formulates broad public policy, and generally supervises
administration. The government, though it appears to be a coordinate branch,
actually works under the guidance of the neo, merely conducting the day-to-day
administrative activities of the zone. This branch has the normal departments of
government, each of which has a front counterpart, such as national defense,
foreign affairs, health, interior, education and propaganda, and economic and
finance.

The supreme headquarters for both, frequently referred to as “‘the center” by
PL cadres (a term also commonly used by the Vietnamese), was located at Ban
Nakay Neua in Sam Neua Province in a cave complex with office space for some
500 personnel. An American reporter who visited Prince Souphanouvong said
that the headquarters had been hewn from nine natural caves and transformed
into enlarged caverns that housed hospitals, workshops, offices of the leaders,
and even a hostel for foreign journalists. The greatest problem within the
caverns, he reported, was not bombs, but moisture.'* For protection against air
strikes, some high-ranking NLHS leaders, including Prince Souphanouvong, live
in rooms in the caves.

There are Vietnamese advisers in both branches. An NLHS liaison office in
Hanoi (in addition to the PPL“Office 98" there) is thought to be responsible for
Lao receiving training in North Vietnam, and some Lao officials intermittently
visit nearby North Vietnamese authorities, on whom they depend for guidance,
supplies, and military support. There has been an NLHS liaison office in
Vientiane which has maintained contact with the RLG, the International
Control Commission, foreign embassies, and visitors. The office was headed by a
veteran Pathet Lao member, Colonel Sot Petrasy, and guarded by about a
100-man Lao People’s Liberation Army unit.
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The front and government have a subordinate structure similar to the one
described for the party. (See Figures 3-1 and 3-2, showing the NLHS command
structure and location of its headquarters.) The supreme headquarters at Sam
Neua, assisted by its subordinate South Laos regional tactical headquarters
located in northern Savannakhet Province, has four subordinate regional sub-
divisions and below this are sixteen provincial headquarters directing districts,
cantons and villages. At each level there is a neo chief and an administrative
~ chief, each of whom presides over a committee of members who are individually

responsible for specific functional tasks. While the neo echelon is unique to the
NLHS system, the administrative structure from the province to the village
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Figure 3-1. The Neo Lao Hak Sat (NLHS) Command Structure




52

P Khammouane Boupha
\

\ |
? Nam Tha Phong Saly Supreme
\\ E Headquarters

Oudomm
V Luang Prabang Sam Neua Regionat
Headquarters

—-—.,—7
Xieng Khouang Regional

1 7~ H2adquarters

\ P Xaeng Khouang
\ > Deuane

F |~ vientiane

Khammouane

South Laos Regional
' Tacticai Headquarters

|~ Savannakhet

‘ (7> Saravane Tavenock

7 Sithandone

[~ Attopeu
|7 Subdivisional

Attopeu
C?\\SN

Figure 3-2. Neo Lao Hak Sat Command Structure Locations

resembles that of the RLG. A comparison of the PL province names and
boundaries (shown in Figure 3-3) with those of the RLG (shown in Figure 3-4)
reveals a number of differences: for example, the PL authorities have not
accepted certain RLG provincial changes (such as the creation by the RLG of
Vapikhamthong Province); they have different names for certain provinces (such
as Nam Tha for the RLG Houa Khong Province); different boundaries for
similarly named provinces (Luang Prabang); and they have several provinces with
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Phong Saly

Luang Prabang

Xieng Khouang

Figure 3-3. Neo Lao Hak Sat Provinces

names and boundaries different from those of the RLG (Taven Ock and
Udomsai). The two maps in Figure 3-S5 approximate the changes in territorial
control by the PL and the RLG in 1962 and 1970.

There are two elements of the dissident neutralists:' > the Deuanist neutralists
in Xieng Khouang Province and the Khammouane Boupha neutralists in Phong
Saly Province, bordering on China. The Deuanist forces had occupied the Plain
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of Jars from the time of their split with the Kong Le neutralists in March 1963
until mid-1969, when the plain was taken by RLG Meo forces, led by General
Vang Pao. The Deuanists moved their headquarters to Nong Het, in eastern
Xieng Khouang Province. When North Vietnamese and Pathet Lao troops
reoccupied the Plain of Jars in February 1970, it is possible that the Deuanists
transferred headquarters to their former location. The Khammouane Boupha
neutralist headquarters has been located in the provincial capital of Phong Saly.
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While the lines of authority are not clear, the Khammouane Boupha neutralists
serve within the command structure either under Colonel Deuane or under the
Sam Neua regional headquarters (see Figures 2-1 and 2-2). Actually Kham-
mouane Boupha has appeared to retain a measure of independence from PL
controls, perhaps because he has maintained closer relations with the Chinese
Communists than have either the Deuanists or the NLHS command structure.
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The administrative province chief (chao khoueng) normally has a deputy and
a committee of seven to nine members, each with responsibility over offices such
as police, military affairs, economic affairs, public works and transportation,
education, arts and culture, and propaganda and census. Some instructions are
sent directly to him, by radio or pouch, from the superior administrative
echelon. He communicates orders to his subordinate district chiefs (chao
muongs) by personal meetings, held about once a month, and by written orders.
However, the front chief (neo khoueng) holds the real authority. His office,
though generally having fewer personnel, essentially duplicates that of the chao
khoueng, with a deputy and committee members responsible for certain
activities. The neo khoueng handles political affairs for the province, working
through the subordinate neo muongs, and also supervises the work of the chao
khoueng.

An account of administration in a PL district of Luang Prabang Province,
from the perspective of a former PL chao muong whom we interviewed(A-16),
provides a sample of governmental activities that are generally repeated in other
PL-controlied areas. A chart drawn by the chao muong describes the provincial
administrative pattern in 1964 (see Figure 3-6). Though the basic structure
remains the same today, there are variations from province to province and
undoubtedly, changes since 1964.

When Viet Minh troops accompanied by a few Lao guerrillas arrived in his
home region in 1953, our source, who had been a farmer, was drawn into the
Neo Lao Issara organization. He rose to the position of chief of a fifty-man local
militia unit by the end of hostilities in 1954. Though he had little formal
schooling he was intelligent and as the son of a former tasseng (canton chief) had
an inclination for administration. Inasmuch as he had achieved recognition as a
militia leader and the Communist forces controlled his region it was natural for
him to move into the PL bureaucracy. In the decade following the Geneva
Agreements he gained experience in jobs at the canton, district, and provincial
levels, at first in his home area and later in the more firmly PL-controlled areas
of Phong Saly and Sam Neua. In his description of his work, three important
tasks of all PL cadres are evident: recruit soldiers, collect rice, and make
propaganda. In 1963, at age thirty-six, he was appointed to be a chao muong in
Luang Prabang Province, near his birthplace. While his promotions had been
steady, they had not been rapid and his tasks were largely administrative, not
political (except for the requirement, demanded of all cadres, to make propa-
ganda). He was respected for his administrative ability but he felt he was not
fully trusted because of his “middle-class origins.” Following differences with his
superiors, he was discharged from office in 1964, and two years later he defected
to the RLG. Probably because of the paucity of qualified administrative
personnel in the Communist zone, the Pathet Lao often retain lower-ranking
officials of the previous regime when they take over a new area. This was
confirmed by a number of our interviewees. A footnote in a collection of Lao
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Communist short stories issued by the NLHS, for example, states: ‘‘After
liberation the Pathet Lao maintained at their posts a number of notables serving
the former regime.”'® A similar policy applies to teachers and medical
personnel.!”?

Our informant continued that as chao muong he was confined largely to
administrative duties. He received instructions from the neo muong, located just
200 yards from his own headquarters, and from the chao khoueng at the echelon
above him. Unlike him, two of his subordinates, a clerk and a muong
committeeman, were party members and reported on his activities. Though they
did not reveal themselves as members, he knew they belonged to the party
because they were called out for clandestine meetings from time to time and
because certain of his mistakes, which could not have been known outside the
confines of his office, were raised at neo criticism sessions.

In discussing administrative jurisdictions with us he pointed out that only
conflicts that could not be settled at the muong level by the neo were to be
referred to the khoueng for decisions. As an example, he recounted:

When | was chao muong [ allowed people in the muong to travel about from
village to village in the territory of the royal government on their business.
Someone reported this to the neo. A criticism session was held at the muong
level. | was told by the neo that I should not have done this—it was not within
my responsibility. The neo himself had never received orders from the neo
khoueng to allow people to travel in royal government areas. He knew, too, that
1 had not received orders from the chao khoueng to permit such travel. 1
admitted that | had committed a fault. As a result, the problem was settled at
the muong level. The neo muong submitted a report on my case to the new
khoueng.

Since the district had an ethnically mixed population, Lao Loum, Lao Theung,
and Meo cadres served in positions of authority. The neo muong and his deputy
were Lao Theung of the Khmu group and the chao muong’s own deputy was a
Khmu. At the khoueng level, the neo was a Lao Loum and his deputy a White
Tai; the chao khoueng was a Lao Loum, his deputy a Meo, and most of the
people in the office were Lao Theung. Ethnic group issues would normally be
handled within the administration by a representative of the approprate group.
Ethnic problems were not difficult to handle within the PL administration, he
said. Lack of education among the Lao Theung cadres was not a problem, he
said, because:

Problems were discussed and decisions made together. During a discussion,
everyone expressed his opinion. If his opinion was agreeable to the policy of the
party, everyone would follow his opinion, no matter if he were a Kha or a Lao
Loum. It is more important that a person’s opinion be in conformity with the
party than that he is a Lao Loum and educated.

He noted that the Lao Theung cadres at the khoueng level were experienced and
competent:
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All of them proved capable of operating in accordance with center’s policy.
Some of them might have had a low level of education, but they had worked for
center for a long time and had a great deal of experience. They had been
appointed to important province positions. Someone with a good education but
not experience with the center would be considered a man with only theory but
not the capability of carrying out policies, and would not be appointed by
center.

As for Lao Loum resentment toward obeying Lao Theung:

This is also not a problem. Most people believe that anyone who is appointed as
a chief is authorized to lead them, and they are supposed to obey. If his orders
conform to the principies of justice, most people accept them.

The dual front-government administration described above continues to the
lowest echelon, the village (ban), where there is a front chief (neo ban) and
administrative chief (nai ban). (In some villages, and even at higher echelons, the
two offices are sometimes filled by one person.) The nai ban handles the
day-to-day administration of the village; the neo ban, besides guiding his
colleagues, handles political affairs, particularly the mass organizations to be
described presently. A third important member of the village committee is the
cadre for military affairs, charged with organizing the men of the village into a
militia for guard duty, guerrilla activity, and other military tasks. i

A great effort is made at every administrative echelon to bring people into a
variety of special-interest (often referred to in Communist literature as “mass™)
organizations.'® A concentrated campaign is applied at the village level, with the
aim of drawing almost every able-bodied individual into at least one of three
organizations: a men’s organization, a women’s organization, and a youths’
organization. Girls from fifteen to twenty-five and men from fifteen to
thirty-five are each taken into their own branch of the youths’ organization.
Refugees from the Pakse region, in describing the major thrust by NLHS cadres
to organize their youths, reported that the neo muong sent a youth-training
adviser to the villages, and the neo ban would often act as president of the
organization. Since a large proportion of the men in most areas are in the army,
the young women’s organization frequently assumes the greatest importance in
the village. The girls prepare small gifts and food and work at other schemes to
lift the morale of the soldiers. Political indoctrination is given at all meetings,
with encouragement to teach the lessons to others, and a self-criticism session is
conducted prior to the close of the meeting. The young men’s organization
follows the same pattern but other assignments are distributed, such as guard
duty, porterage or messenger service, or control of travelers’ passes.

The organizations are linked together in zonewide associations, and rallies,
heavily laden with political propaganda, are held from time to time at the
canton, the district, and even the province level.'® Special organizations are
developed for particular target groups, and statements on behalf of these
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_organizations are issued. For example, a PL radio broadcast in Lao proclaimed
that “the Laotian Buddhist Association supports the NLHS Manifesto of 1965
and calls on monks in the RLG areas to struggle against the United States.”2°

Another Lao Communist organizational feature, aimed at embracing all
families in their zone (though they don’t achieve this) is the interfamily group.
Following the Vietnamese Communist technique, usually about five families are
linked under the leadership of an elder in whom the village authorities have some
confidence. The family groups are promoted as associations for mutual coopera-
tion but, although they may serve this end in some cases, they seem principally
an additional method of control and intelligence gathering. Family chiefs are
expected to know the activities of their members and to cooperate in mobilizing
them for tasks imposed by the village authorities.

Propaganda and Controls

Social control in the PL zone depends upon a mix of persuasion and coercion.
Claiming that they are fighting a “people’s war,” the Lao Communist leaders
believe it is important for simple people not only to understand the struggle but
to embrace it with conviction. Propaganda is the chief instrument used to
promote this frame of mind. However, obedience, even without wholehearted
acceptance, is fundamental. Thus, controls are also important to promote
compliance and to punish deviance.

In their propaganda the Lao Patriotic Front seeks legitimacy for its authority
both by discrediting its adversaries and by attempting to convince people of the
justice of its cause. Almost all NLHS institutions, civilian and military, are
required to contribute to the propaganda campaign. Part of each cadre’s political
indoctrination is his duty to carry the “political truth” to each person whose
path he crosses. Every occasion—local festival, religious celebration, national
holiday—must be used to trumpet NLHS policy. All associations, particularly the
youths’, men’s and women’s organizations, are politicized, and each member is
called upon to carry NLHS propaganda themes to others. As our description of
the party, front, and governmental organization has shown, propaganda depart-
ments are placed throughout the entire organizational structure, from the center
down through each administrative echelon to the village. The official NLHS
newspaper, the Lao Hak Sat, was reported to have a daily circulation in 1959 of
up to 15,000 copies (present circulation unknown). There is a news agency
(Khao Sone Pathet Lao) and a radio outlet (Radio Pathet Lao) both listing Sam
Neua Province as their source of origin. Although we do not know the extent of
Radio Pathet lao’s audience, from interviews we know it can be heard in
Vientiane and other Mekong Valley towns.

Various forms of mobile propaganda teams, often armed, operate in PL-con-
trolled and contested zones. Recent refugees from Xieng Khouang Province have
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described an important effort there over the past three years carried out by “The
Awakening Group” (Khana Puk Luk).?' This group, based at the provincial tevel
and consisting of “outsiders,” meaning cadres not necessarily from the immedi-
ate area, are so important they appear almost as a third branch of government
(in addition to the neo and governmental branches, or a fourth, if one thinks of
the Vietnamese advisers as a separate branch). The group’s goal, though it was
not yet achieved, is to place two cadres in each village. Following the
Vietnamese Communist practice, these cadres are trained to practice the “four
togethers” with the people: eat together, work together, discuss together, and
assist each other. In addition to their propaganda tasks, these cadres provide
political surveillance and leadership in community development projects.

The propaganda effort is, of course, directed at particular target groups. For
example, in addition to their offerings in the Lao language, radio broadcasts are
made in some of the ethnic group languages such as Meo and Black Tai. Special
propaganda teams are organized with minority members. A document found in
Xieng Khouang Province, dated January 14, 1968, shows that thirty-three
Buddhist monks were assigned to cantons and districts “‘to preach revolutionary
ethics ... to protect Buddhism, to revive the real morality, to explain the
revolutionary tasks to the people, and to resist the psychological warfare of the
American imperialists and their reactionary lackeys.” In an NLHS publication,
Worthy Daughters and Sons of the Lao People, issued in 1966 there is a story
showing what we know from other sources, that PL agents often circulate within
RLG territory for economic transactions or to make propaganda. In this
account, a propagandist enters a Royal Lao Government village during the
celebration on Buddha's birthday and addresses the crowd, “denouncing the
crimes of the American aggressors and their valets.” He reports, *“I expounded
the line of the Neo Lao Haksat, which struggles for peace, neutrality, independ-
ence, national unification, democracy and prosperity.?? Another NLHS book
contains this passage, “The old man immediately sent his daughter for a Neo Lao
Haksat cadre working underground in Pung village. He suggested that liberation
troops be sent to the plain for ambush.”?3

As in any system, law and the courts are means of social control. The NLHS
combine traditional practices with certain Communist techniques in their legal
system. Refugees from Xieng Khouang Province report that minor offenses like
petty theft are adjudicated at the village level, often by means of a self-criticism
session by the accused before members of a village or tasseng committee. For
more serious offenses, a ““people’s” court may be convened, where the accused
reads a confession before assembled villagers and suggests the punishment he
should receive. His statement, apparently prepared by propaganda cadres, is
applauded by the villagers, and the accused is taken off for punishment. Offenses
defined as serious include attempts to escape, profiteering, adultery, and passing
information to RLG agents. The punishment may be reduced if the authorities
are convinced that the prisoner has repented and, in some cases, where the
family has invested a significant labor contribution.?*
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Refugees from PL-controlled areas in South Laos point out that the village
chief is responsible for local law enforcement. He may request military assistance
to arrest a culprit in the case of crimes he cannot handle with his own resources.
A village people’s court deals with some offenses. Pathet Lao authorities do not
speak of jail sentences but in place of traditional punishment send villagers off
“to study.” There are no prisons, state PL cadres, but only places to separate
“students” (offenders) from patriotic citizens. Those who commit civil crimes
are assigned teachers from the khoueng’s (provincial) office, and those commit-
ting offenses against the military are assigned military teachers. A former PL
village chief from an area near Muong Phine in southern Laos reported that there
were two types of discipline under the people’s court system in his region. For
the most serious crimes, authorities announce that the *“student” has defected to
the enemy, meaning that he has been executed. For less serious crimes, the
offender is sentenced to a “period of study,” during which he is confined to a
small area, perhaps 20 yards square, where his teacher comes daily to instruct
him for a period that may last from one to two months. The student must
confess his life history and learn proper revolutionary morality from his teacher.
If the teacher, in consultation with other authorities, believes that the student
has repented, he is released.?®

The widespread placement of secret agents is another NLHS technique for
inducing obedience. Agents are infiltrated into enemy and contested territory as
well as PL-controlled areas deemed strategic, to collect military intelligence and
to report on the political attitudes of individuals who are important in the
community. A six-month plan of the PPL organization bureau for Xieng
Khouang Province contained the following instructions:

Try to establish political bases in every newly-liberated area . . . try to infiltrate
our well-trained agents into the rear areas of the enemy in order to set up our
bases. We must have at least one well-trained agent in each district at the rear of
the enemy.2 6

Earlier RLG studies of the Pathet Lao movement have described an organization
of the “kene san” (faithful agents). These kene san were described as agents
interspersed throughout the political administrative hierarchy to report secretly,
through kene san channels, upon activities of functionaries within the NLHS
system, as well as upon behavior of individuals within the population. These
agents were presumably unaware of each other and often skipped a level of the
administrative hierarchy in their reporting to a superior cadre in order to
preserve secrecy. A former PL cadre stated that the previously discussed Internal
Defense Organization has taken over the function of checking on the behavior of
party personnel.

A former NVA adviser (B-9) to a PL battalion whom we interviewed
recognized the device as an inportation from North Vietnam (where the practice
was known as rrung kien). From his experience in Laos, he said secret agents are
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assigned to contested zones to report on target groups such as village chiefs, local
administrative officials, and families with sons in the Forces Armées Royales. A
former PL district chief (A-16), in describing the kene san from his experience,
confirmed this account. He described the kene san as agents whom the PL
authorities would first contact in preparing to seize a village.

These are people who had been trained and considered trustworthy by the
Pathet Lao authorities. They would contact these people to find out the real
situation in the village. In other words kene san are loyval supporters in the
village—there might be two or three men.

A PL document (LBN-3) prescribing political tactics for contested areas, adds,
“the existence of kene san must be absolutely concealed.” Another document,
in an evaluation of political activities, notes that in the *“development of
underground agents we have attained 50 percent.”

The effect of this variety of clandestine agents throughout the PL and
contested zones understandably tends to make people cautious in their political
behavior. As in any society with large numbers of spies, a sense of mistrust is
created. We have no means of measuring the intensity or pervasiveness of fear
caused by the knowledge that such agents exist, but we know from our talks
with former PL personnel and refugees from PL areas that this feeling is a
common grievance. It is clear that the PL practice of sending secret agents into
contested and enemy-controlled areas makes people wary of enemy agents in
their own areas. An NLHS document dated January 19, 1969, concerning the
duties of cadres working in a newly liberated area cautions them to “wipe out
the secret agents of the enemy. Suppress all reactionaries who are still trying to
hinder us from establishing our roots.”

Another control established in all PL areas is the restriction on personal
movement. While enforcement of travel controls varies from region to region,
each area has a system of passes and establishes checkpoints to regulate the
movement of inhabitants and to scrutinize strangers in the area. In some areas
soldiers are required to have permits from their political sections for travel
outside the limits of their military unit. In some jurisdictions canton chiefs must
sign passes whereas in others only district chiefs may issue them.

An Assessment
The Political and Administrative Record

Our foregoing history of the front has shown that over the past score of years
the Pathet Lao movement has developed, with critical Vietnamese assistance,
from a small insurgent movement to a countergovernment dominating more than
two thirds of the territory and more than one third of the population. This
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expansion must be largely attributed to military means, with the North
Vietnamese bearing the major burden. Nevertheless, the PL authorities, oper-
ating under extremely difficult conditions, have shown a degree of competence
in political and administrative organization that is surprising for Laos; they have
mobilized a significant segment of the population of their zone into a variety of
organizations, and they have developed the front and administrative apparatus to
exercise control in their zone. From examining their internal documents we get
the impression that the leaders of the Lao Patriotic Front have a feeling of
growth. In good Communist fashion, their own assessments and, even more,
those of their Vietnamese mentors dwell more upon their weaknesses than their
strengths, but this has proved a useful self-correcting device, prodding them to
improve their capabilities.

Our account has shown that the NLHS has been a flexible instrument of
policy. During the brief periods of accommodation with the Royal Lao
Government it has served as the open political party. In the one relatively free
election in 1958, the only contest at the polls against their RLG adversaries, the
NLHS achieved a striking success. During the larger segment of its history, when
Laos has been under de facto partition, the NLHS has served in the more
familiar role in Communist systems of the political front, acting as a mobilizer
and coordinator of open political and mass organizations.

The variety of special-interest organizations introduced by the PL authorities,
with Vietnamese guidance, have drawn the bulk of the population in the PL
zone into some association. These associations have provided a means through
which the PL could transmit political indoctrination, and they have been useful
for assigning work tasks to certain groups, such as young men, young women,
and farmers. Thus, this organizational effort helps in eroding the parochialisms
of the diverse peoples in the PL zone and integrating them into a larger political
framework. .

The Pathet Lao formula for administrative development, in giving first
priority to the creation of dedicated, disciplined cadres, has produced a new
kind of administrator in Laos. PL cadres have been inculcated with a doctrine
that combines nationalism with Marxism-Leninism. The doctrine has the asset of
laying out goals at the top and structuring tasks for subordinate echelons to
execute. For achieving political change this planning method has advantages over
the traditional Lao practice of taking things as they come, more common on the
RLG side. Stable political leadership, giving continuity of guidance to the
lower-level cadres, has been another PL administrative asset. We have had many
indications, even from refugees unsympathetic to the PL system, that the cadres
are highly regarded for their hard work and lack of corruption. At the same
time, we note reports of their narrowness, severity, and rigidity. Qur evidence
does not permit us to comment on the trends in morale among the PL political
and administrative cadres. As for the top leadership, we see no signs of cracks in
their will.
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The competence of the PL administrative organization varies widely from
region to region. Clearly, an effective organization does not flow through all of
the boxes in the charts we have presented. Internal documents point to a great
shortage of competent cadres. Some posts on the charts are not filled and some
cadres fulfill several functions. The organization seems best developed near the
central headquarters, in Sam Neua. In many areas the tribes are ruled by
traditional patterns and are only loosely tied to the PL center by bargaining
between PL emissaries and local chiefs. We believe these traditional patterns are
eroding as youths are recruited and indoctrinated into the PL system.

The PL have been more successful, it appears, than their RLG adversary in
creating linkages between the top leadership and the village base. In the RLG
system the district chief (chao muong) represents the cutoff point of “the
government”; below him, at the canton (tasseng) and village (ban), leadership is
drawn from local inhabitants. Seldom do these villagers rise through the RLG
system into the governmental structure. By contrast, the PL system offers a
greater outlet for talented and ambitious youths, especially poor rural boys,
including minority tribesmen, to acquire training and rise through the echelons.
Thus, a centralized system functions in which villages are integrally linked to the
center, meaning that the leaders can reward and punish, demand and expect
compliance with orders, even at the local level.

Inasmuch as we have pointed out the critical role of the North Vietnamese in
PL development, we should note other consequences of that support. The PL
alliance with the North Vietnamese has been a crucial element, as we have
shown, in producing the bipolarization of Laos. Further, U.S. policy in Laos has
been inspired principally by U.S. fear of North Vietnamese expansion, and,
whether the danger is real or imagined, PL dependence upon the North
Vietnamese has been used to justify both the massive support, secen in Lao terms,
to the RLG and the U.S. bombing of the PL zone.

More bomb tonnage has been dropped upon Laos, it appears, than on any
other country in history. Perhaps the most serious consequence of the U.S.
bombing for the Pathet Lao movement has been the flight of thousands of
residents. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State William H. Sullivan in testimony
on April 22, 1971, before the Senate Judiciary Subcommittce on Refugees
(Senator Edward M. Kennedy, Chairman) reported that over 700,000 residents
of Laos had been displaced at least once since 1962.27 A large majority of these
refugees are former residents of territory now under PL control.

QOur concern here is with the implications of the bombing, and particularly
the flight of refugees, for the politics and administration of the PL zone. Clearly
the massive damage and dislocation wreaked by this bombardment placed a
burden upon the PL administrative apparatus. The distribution of rice will serve
as an example of the heavy labor levies that were imposed by wartime
conditions. The PL authorities had to collect rice, either by taxes or imports (on
the basis of loans, gifts, or exchange), largely from North Vietnam, and
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distribute it, especially to the troops. Since vehicle and animal transportation
were scarce, villagers had to be organized to transport rice from collection to
distribution points. Though porterage duty varied from region to region and
depended upon seasonal needs, inhabitants of all PL areas had to perform this
onerous duty. One report based on interviews with refugees from Xieng
Khouang Province stated that porterage was “the single most unpopular aspect
of life under the Pathet Lao.” “Short trips” were required of almost all
able-bodied persons, men and women. One “long trip,” normally thirty days of
hauling, not including the rest days or the return trip, was generally demanded
once yearly.?®

The refugee exodus has created a severe manpower shortage. Thus, in the
same manner as in South Vietnam, the Communists have been deprived of a
constituency. Though all population estimates must be regarded as tentative, the
North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook referring to early 1968 stated that there
were 700,000 people—a figure which seems reasonable—living in “the liberated
zone.” With the serious depletion of the manpower pool, a heavier burden must
be placed upon those who stay.

Lastly, how does the PL system compare with that of the RLG in
administrative and political effectiveness? Though our data on the technical
competence and efficiency of the PL cadres are slim and we have not focused
our study upon the RLG, we shall hazard a few comments. Qur impression is
that on the Royal Lao Government side there is a higher level of technological
development. Largely as a result of U.S. aid, RLG technicians have probably had
more training and experience in dealing with telecommunication, radio, and
automotive equipment. Some RLG personnel have learned to fly transport and
fighter planes. Though both sides are poor by outside standards, RLG ministries
are more elaborate and, drawing heavily upon U.S. resources and logistic
assistance, have developed a larger technical capacity to mount service activities
in such fields as agriculture and public works. The RLG bureaucracy probably
has a higher level of formal education. On the other hand, the Pathet Lao have a
larger capacity, as well as the inclination, to disseminate propaganda and
maintain control; and in political organization the PL show a significant lead. If
PL cadres are less educated and technologically competent, they are more
infused with commitment to a cause and to hard work, and they have a
considerably higher reputation for honesty than their RLG counterparts.

Clearly, both sides are heavily dependent upon external support for their
present level of capability. If this support were withdrawn from both, we have
no doubt that the competence of each would drastically decline. However, if
only one external power removed its support, the balance in this comparison
would obviously tip in favor of the Lao side that retained foreign assistance.

Public Attitudes Toward Pathet Lao Authority

Finally, what judgment can be made about the population’s attitude toward PL
rule? Because of the paucity of data, we emphasize the tentativeness of our
conclusions.



67

As we have pointed out, thousands have fled the PL zone for a number of
reasons. Unquestionably, bombing has been a major contributor, direct or
indirect, to the exodus. As in South Vietnam, one heard, on one hand, that the
Lao refugees were “voting with their feet,” fleeing oppressive Communist rule;
on the other hand, the claim was made that the refugees were fleeing U.S.
bombardment. Although we have insufficient data to judge to what degree each
of these two elements of the “mix” was responsible for the exodus, we are
convinced that the latter was a principal cause. The destruction and the fear
caused by the bombing were enormous. Bombs did not fall on the RLG side, and
there were relief supplies and medical attention for refugees, provided through
the U.S. Agency for Intemational Development, undoubtedly in larger quantities
than on the PL side. On the other hand, life was extremely difficult in the PL
zone: the burdens of duties of porterage and other corvée labor were heavy;
taxes were high and rice was scarce; most able-bodied men and some women
were conscripted for fighting; movement was tightly controlled; underground
agents monitored behavior: and people had to devote much time in organizations
listening to monotonous propaganda.

An important question is the attitude of the population toward North
Vietnamese presence in the PL zone. The North Vietnamese were able to
camouflage their role somewhat by minimizing their troop contact with the local
population and requiring advisers to work with discretion through Lao counter-
parts rather than deal directly with the population. A report of interviews with
refugees from Xieng Khouang Province, for example, notes that there was
widespread ignorance among them about the extensive Vietnamese activitics.
Few villagers had direct contact with the North Vietnamese and, as most put it,
the cadres “didn’t let themselves be seen.”?®

Nevertheless, antipathy toward the PL relationship with the North Viet-
namese was aroused, according to the North Vietnamese cadre’s notebook. An
entry evaluating the “situation of the Lao masses” states that “the peoples’
political understanding is vague and poor. They think that the Pathet Lao are
traitors who are selling their country to the Vietnamese.” The blame for this
state of mind was attributed to the “‘enemy scheme aimed at creating friction
among the people.” A characteristic corrective was therefore ordered: “We must
indoctrinate the people to make them aware who are their {riends and foes.”
This task will not be easy. an entry reveals, since the people are *“passive” and
have *‘an inferiority complex.”

"While we are skeptical that either the RLG or PL authorities attract a strong,
positive commitment from the population, we have the impression—though
admittedly our evidence is thin—that in this respect the PL authorities have been
more successful with the Lao Theung population than have the RLG. Few tribal
groups have had representation in RLG policy-making circles, and practically no
hill tribe people, until recently, have been cmployed by the government.*® In
contrast, internal documents reveal that within their limited resources NLHS
authorities have been engaged in a concerted campaign to bring ethnic groups,
particularly their youths, into PL national life by offering opportunities
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equivalent to those for the lowland Lao.

It is not surprising that refugees who flee to the RLG zone should express
antipathy toward PL rule. Regarding the attitudes of those who remain, we have
little concrete data. Peasants do not appear to look upon the PL system with
terror. While the process of “reeducation” for deviants is not a pleasant one, it
does not seem to be regarded as brutal or terroristic. We do not believe that
people give strong support to either the PL or the RLG authorities—it seems
unrealistic to expect the peasantry of Laos to have strong feelings for any central
government. Even though PL cadres may not have endeared themselves to the
villagers, the villagers hold them in respect and many admire their industrious-
ness and incorruptibility. Probably more important politically is a government’s
ability to impose authority upon the population. In this respect, the PL system
has a more impressive record than that of the RLG.



The Pathet Lao Fighting Forces

The army, known since October 1965 as the Lao People’s Liberation Army
(LPLA), may be the single most significant Pathet Lao institution. Historically,
it has the longest tenure: founded officially on January 20, 1949, it antedates
the party, the front, and the government. It is the largest PL organization, with
some 35,000 troops in the fall of 1972. Though the party leads the revolution-
ary struggle, the army probably makes the largest impact on the life of the
inhabitants of the PL-controlled zone. In this chapter we describe the growth
and structure of the LPLA and such aspects of military life as recruitment and
training. Our analysis does not deal with strategy, tactics, operations, or other
primarily military issues; rather we seek to examine the LPLA as an important
institution within the political, administrative, and social life of the Pathet Lao
zone.

Growth of the PL Fighting Forces

The guerrilla bands of Lao soldiers who were organized to fight against the
French in the late 1940s, particularly those in Eastern Laos who were guided by
Viet Minh cadres, became the nucleus for the future Lao People’s Liberation
Army (LPLA).' These bands served with Viet Minh units in Laos mostly as
propagandists, guides, portars, and local agents. Official PL mythology cites a
more impressive record for the Lao Issara Armed Forces, as they were known
before 1954, claiming that they carried out the “task of fighting and ousting the
French colonialists . . . {and] overthrowing the puppet traitors.” By contrast, a
French governmental study of Laos notes that the number of PL “maquis” did
not exceed two to three hundred up to 1953.> A North Vietnam cadre’s
notebook, in an entry acknowledging the contributions of the Viet Minh to the
formation of the Lao Issara, stated that the “‘revolution originated from the
outside,” and the “‘armed forces were also formed from outside.” By the signing
of the Geneva Agreements in July 1954, the PL numbers were estimated to
range from 1,500 to 3,000 troops.

A campaign of recruitment continued after Geneva, especially in the PL-con-
trolled provinces of Sam Neua and Phong Saly, and by the fall of 1957 when an
integration arrangement was tentatively agreed on by Prince Souphanouvong and
Souvanna Phouma, PL troop strength had reached some 6,000. The integration
agreement called tor two PL battalions to be integrated into the Forces Armées
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Royales (FAR), the size.of which was set at 23,615 men,* and the remaining PL
troops were to be demobilized. In an atmosphere of political suspicion between
the parties, integration was delayed by a dispute over the grades that the
top-level PL officers would receive. It appears that PL officers, who had less
formal training than their FAR counterparts, had been rapidly promoted in
anticipation of the merger. Impatient with the deadlock, the FAR surrounded
the two Pathet Lao battalions. A part of one battalion was captured, but the
remainder escaped, as did the entire other battalion, subsequently fleeing to
North Vietnam. These troops, together with those who had not been demobil-
ized, were regrouped and retrained, and they then served as cadres who recruited
others. In the summer of 1959 an offensive led by North Vietnamese troops gave
impetus to these recruiting activities.

By the time of the Kong Le coup in August 1960, the PL armed forces had
grown to an estimated 9,000 troops. The coup and the consequent turbulence in
the royal army and government provided a windfall to the Pathet Lao, who were
given, or seized, arms from the royal army stocks. When fighting broke out
again, following the countercoup of Phoumi Nosavan, the Pathet Lao forces
were further strengthened by the Soviet equipment and supplies which began to
pour in. The North Vietnamese, who controlled the Soviet assistance, used it
principally for themselves, but they also distributed a share to the Pathet Lao
forces. The offensive in the spring of 1961, led by North Vietnamese shock
troops with Pathet Lao and Kong Le participation, spread Communist domina-
tion to new regions in central and southern Laos. Encouraged by the momentum
of this success, and with a larger population under their domination, the PL
increased their forces to some 16,000 by the cease-fire of May 1961. Following
the cease-fire, the PL had expanded their forces to an estimated 19,500 by the
conclusion of the Geneva negotiations in July 1962.

With a respite in the hostilities provided by the Geneva Agreements of 1962,
the Pathet Lao authorities, who now controlled more than half the area of the
country, had time, and North Vietnamese support, both to consolidate their
forces and to continue their recruitment campaign. Their force strength rose
steadily, reaching 20,000 in November 1964; 25,000 in June 1965; 33,000 in
April 1967; and over 48,000 in 1970, organized in battalions of infantry, armor,
artillery, antiaircraft, and engineers. By the fall of 1972, PL strength had
dropped to 35,000, according to U.S. estimates reflecting the intense fighting
and accompanying heavy casualties since 1970.> The areas controlled by the
Pathet Lao and by the Royal Army in 1970 are shown in Figure 4-1.

The North Vietnamese, as we have pointed out, played a key role in the
creation of the PL armed forces and have subsequently provided critical
guidance and assistance to their growth. On the battlefield, the NVA—with some
50,000 troops in Laos in 1970 increasing to 63,000 in the fall of 1972,
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Figure 4-1. Areas of Control (Approximate), 1970

according to U.S. estimates—has generally provided the military thrust, whereas

the LPLA has more often been in a support role, moving in to consolidate
control and deal with the local population. The territorial gains of the Lao

Communist movement must be seen, therefore, as a product of this joint NVA
and LPLA effort. In the following section, so as to provide a context for our
examination of the LPLA, we shall describe briefly the nature of the war in Laos
since the collapse of the 1962 Geneva Agreements.
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The Recent War: An Overview

In 1963, when relations ruptured and fighting resumed between the RLG and
the Pathet Lao, a pattern of hostilities emerged in which it appeared that both
sides had adopted implicit ground rules. According to this pattern, the North
Vietnamese and Pathet Lao forces launched offensives during the dry season
(generally October to May), which were followed by ripostes during the wet
season by RLG forces, with U.S. air support. This pattern seemed to follow an
old Lao proverb, “When the water rises, the fish eat the ants. When the water
falls, the ants eat the fish.” The fighting during the first few years consisted
largely of small-unit attacks on isolated positions, combat over road control
points and tactical mountain-top sites in sparsely populated highland areas,
ambushes, and hit-and-run encounters. The RLG retained control over the
Mekong Valley regions, where the bulk of the lowland Lao live, and held certain
adjacent mountain areas and a few scattered sites in enemy territory which they
could reach only by aircraft. The Communist forces controlled the northern and
eastern segments of the country, including all territory that borders on China
and North Vietnam and the regions inhabited largely by highland minorities.
Under the ground rules each side chipped at the other’s holdings but neither
seized substantial territory, even though forays were sometimes made (particu-
larly by the FAR and its special guerrilla units) into enemy areas. This happened
in 1966 with the FAR seizure of Nam Bac and in 1967 when FAR elements,
moving into the PL heartiand, reached the outskirts of Sam Neua town.®

A change in the pattern was evident by 1968 when both sides increased the
intensity of their offensives. In March of that year the North Vietnamese
launched a vigorous attack upon Phou Pha Thi, a secret U.S. radar station
established in 1965 in Sam Neua Province, some seventeen miles trom the North
Vietnamese border. This station, operated by about a dozen U.S. technicians and
guarded by some 100 Meo soldiers, was located on a mountain peak at an
elevation of 8,000 to 9,000 feet, with an approach so steep on one side that it
seemed almost impregnable to ground attack. Since the radar station was used to
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